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ABSTRACT
AMERICAN INCEST: KINSHIP, SEX, AND COMMERCE IN SLAVERY AND
RECONSTRUCTION
Alexis Broderick Neumann
Stephanie McCurry
This dissertation is about the tangled connections between slavery, sexual violence and
incest in the nineteenth century United States. It argues that incest was a systemic
element of the institution of slavery in the antebellum South, recognized as such by the
slaveholders who engaged in and witnessed incestuous connections between slave owners
and slaves, the enslaved women and freedwomen exposed to those abuses, abolitionist
activists who decried slavery’s incest and the race scientists and lawmakers who likened
“miscegenation” to incest. In ways that scholars have not yet recognized, incest was an
integral part of the perverted dynamics of sex, race, commerce, and kinship that
characterized slavery and the systems of race and kinship relations constructed in its
aftermath. I develop this argument through a series of chapters that trace the evidence of
incest in various domains of power: the plantation household, the domestic slave trade,
antislavery literature, photography and visual culture, and the post-emancipation legal
landscape. Together they show how the issue, long acknowledged in private, burst into
public view during the Civil War. After emancipation, freedwomen seized on the
revolutionary potential of Reconstruction to both expose the incestuous abuse of
slaveholders and reimagine their relationships with law and American society.
Ultimately, I argue that any understanding of the fraught racial landscape left in slavery’s
wake must contend with the incestuous baggage of slavery.
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INTRODUCTION
Mattie Curtis, who had been owned by the Mordecai family of North Carolina,
said that Mr. Mordecai sequestered all of his light-skinned female slaves, his “yaller
gals,” in one quarter by themselves. 1 According to Curtis, one of the largest plantations in
North Carolina was the site of systematic sexual abuse which resulted in incestuous sex
between slaveholders and enslaved women. The plantation she referred to, the “Moses
Mordecai Place,” was owned by a prominent North Carolina family. Members of the
Mordecai family became judges, state legislators, West Point graduates, and the
proprietors of a prominent all girls boarding school. The Mordecai plantations spanned
about five thousand acres and the family owned over two hundred slaves. 2 The “yellow
quarter” functioned as a bondswoman brothel; men in the Mordecai family, along with
their overseers and friends, would visit the quarter for sex. Whether architecturally
defined in a standalone structure or not, the form of sexual abuse that Curtis described
was recognized in the 19th century. As Harriet Martineau wrote, “Every man who resides

Mattie Curtis Interview, Federal Writers' Project: Slave Narrative Project, Vol. 11, North Carolina, Part 1,
Adams-Hunter. 1936.
2
According to the March 25, 1840 slave valuation from the division of Moses Mordecai’s property,
Mordecai’s estate included 122 enslaved people. The number of slaves owned by the Mordecai family
increased over the next twenty years according to the 1850 and 1860 Slave Schedules. Henry Mordecai
division January 15, 1841, Mordecai Family Papers, Southern Historical Collection, University of North
Carolina, Chapel Hill (hereafter cited as SHC), Ann Willis Mordecai division, July 1, 1848, Mordecai
Family Papers, SHC, Ellen Mordecai division, Little-Mordecai Collection, North Carolina State Archives,
Raleigh. On the family more generally see Emily Bingham, Mordecai: An Early American Family (New
York: Hill and Wang, 2003). The book scarcely touches on the Mordecai’s ownership of slaves (Bingham
incorrectly concludes that the family never owned more than nineteen slaves) though she offers a detailed
treatment of the family in many other respects: religious life, education and assimilation (the Mordecais
were among the first Jews to immigrate to the South).
1

1

on his plantation may have his harem, and has every inducement of custom, and of
pecuniary gain, to tempt him to the common practice.” 3
The “yellow quarter,” as Curtis called it, was a site of sexual violence, familial
separation, and the mixing of racial categories. The women who lived there were
segregated by skin color presumably because the men in the Mordecai family preferred to
have sex with enslaved women of a paler complexion. 4 If one of the women in the
quarter gave birth to a child, she would be immediately separated from her infant, who
would be taken to the “black quarter” to be raised. The children who were born in the
quarter would likely have had light skin themselves, as their fathers were probably white
men in the Mordecai family or their inner circle. The fact that these female children were
likely blood relatives of the Mordecai family did not disqualify them from serving as
enslaved sex objects for the Mordecai patriarchs. As such, once any female offspring of
the yellow quarter reached an age resembling maturity, she would be sent back to rejoin
her mother in the quarter explicitly zoned for the sex work of slavery. According to
Curtis, people said that some of these girls, after going back to the yellow quarter, had
children by their own fathers or brothers. Curtis did not provide eyewitness testimony of
incest in the yellow quarter, but she did cite a specific example of an enslaved family—

Harriet Martineau, Society in America (Paris: Baudry’s European Library, 1842), part 2, 77.
The preference for light-skinned women, or “fancy maids” among slave traders and buyers is well
documented in the archives and in the historiography. See Ed Baptist’s analysis of the Rice Ballard Papers
in, “‘Cuffy,’ ‘Fancy Maids,’ and ‘One-Eyed Men’: Rape: Commodification, and the Domestic Slave in the
United States,” The American Historical Review 106, no. 5 (2001); 1642, Sharony Green, “‘Mr Ballard, I
am Compelled to Write Again: Beyond Bedrooms and Brothels, a Fancy Girl Speaks,” Black Women,
Gender & Families 5, no. 1 (2011) 17-40. Thomas A. Foster has argued that “the evidence also leads us to
speculate that an unusual interest in light-skinned men may have paralleled the moral formalized and
documented fetish market in ‘fancy maids.’” Foster, “The Sexual Abuse of Black Men under American
Slavery,” in Daina Ramey Berry and Leslie Harris, ed. Sexuality and Slavery: Reclaiming Intimate
Histories in the Americas (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2018), 127.
2
3
4

the Thompsons—who were believed to be “halfwits” because they were the progeny of
incest that went on in Mordecai’s yellow quarter. 5
Mordecai family papers shed further light on the sexual and familial dynamics of
the Mordecai plantations. In accordance with Moses Mordecai’s will, his enslaved
property was divided equally amongst his widow, Ann, and his children Henry, Ellen,
Jacob, and Margaret. 6 Though Moses Mordecai died in 1824, the first division of his
enslaved property did not occur until 1840. 7 A valuation and inventory of Mordecai’s
slaves made in 1840 lists the names and prices of one hundred and twenty-two people.
The names in particular are striking: the list is littered with Mordecai family names.
Moses had siblings and half-siblings named Augustus, Alfred, Solomon, Samuel, Emma,
Eliza, and Rachel. He owned slaves named Augustus, Alfred, Solomon, Samuel, Emma,
Eliza, and Rachel. Moses Mordecai was the father of legally recognized “white” children
named Henry, Ellen, and Jacob. He also owned slaves named Henry, Ellen, and Jacob. Of
course, his own name was Moses and he owned a slave named Moses, too. There is no
indication of whether the slaves with those names were considered light-skinned or
“yellow”. There is no indication of whom (if any) among those slaves might have been
held in the “yellow quarter,” or born of it. And yet, all of those names, some common but
Mattie Curtis Interview. The slaveholder’s last name is misspelled in the WPA interview, and was
recorded as “Mordecia” but based on the context, Mattie Curtis was indeed referring to the Mordecai
family. Her interview includes references to the location of the plantation. According to her own account,
she remained close to the plantation after emancipation, a fact that is supported by the census records.
1900; Census Place: Raleigh, Wake, North Carolina; Page: 28; Enumeration District: 0136, [database online]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com
6
Moses Mordecai will, Wills and Estate Papers (Wake County), 1663-1978; North Carolina. Division of
Archives and History; Probate Place: Wake, North Carolina, [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA:
Ancestry.com
7
Henry Mordecai’s share was allotted to him on March 25, 1840. The remaining slaves were divided
between Ann, Ellen, Jacob and John Devereaux Jr. (Margaret’s husband) on November 12, 1842. “Deed on
Division of slaves,” July 1, 1843, Mordecai Family Papers, SHC.
3
5

some much less so, appear not only on the official family tree of the Mordecais, but also
in the inventory of Mordecai’s slaves. In 1840, Henry Mordecai inherited slaves who
shared the names of his father, his brothers, his uncles, his sisters, and himself. Some of
those enslaved people might have been Henry’s own nieces, nephews, siblings, or his
own children.
Alongside Mattie Curtis’s WPA interview and the Mordecai family papers, the
federal slave schedules provide an additional archival avenue into the racial and sexual
dynamics of the Mordecai plantations. After Moses Mordecai died in 1824, his widow,
younger brother, and sons remained on and around the Mordecai Place, the later
assuming control of the plantations and Moses’s legal practice. 8 On the 1850 Slave
Schedule, Ann Lane Mordecai, Moses’s widow, is listed as owning thirty slaves, twentyone of whom are recorded as mulattos—70%. On the 1860 Slave Schedule for Wake
County, North Carolina, George Washington Mordecai (Moses’s younger brother) is
listed as owning twenty-four slaves. Nine of them are listed as mulattos, almost 40%.
Henry Mordecai, Moses’s son, was recorded as the owner of a dozen slaves in 1860 and
60% were listed as mulattos. 9 Further, there is good reason to believe that the majority of
the Mordecais’s slaves were counted on the slave schedules under the name of their
overseer, Willie Perry. 10 Of the more than two hundred slaves listed under Perry’s name,
more than 30% are counted as mulattos. 11

The Moses Mordecai Place was the most established and largest of the Mordecai’s plantations, and the
family owned various satellite plantations surrounding it.
9
1850 U.S. Federal Census - Slave Schedules [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com, 1860
U.S. Federal Census - Slave Schedules [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com.
10
Willie Perry is listed on the 1860 census as an overseer, and was Jacob Mordecai’s closest neighbor.
Perry had grown up in a yeoman household; the 1850 census shows Willie Perry’s father as a farmer who
owned 2 slaves. In 1860, Perry was 28, listed as an overseer on the census, and all of the sudden is shown
4
8

Of course, there are reasons to distrust the racial categories recorded by census
takers, just as there are reasons to cast doubt on the accuracy of an account from a WPA
interview. Racial determination was left to the discretion of the enumerator, and the
category “mulatto” was a new one in terms of official federal government accounting; it
was introduced for the first time in the 1850 census (which was also the first year a
census of slaves was undertaken). The 1850 instructions to census takers simply say: “if
mulatto, insert M. It is very desirable that these particulars be carefully regarded.” There
were no instructions on how to make racial determinations. 12 Neither the Mordecai
family names on the slave inventory or the high percentage of mulattos on the slave
schedules can provide ironclad corroboration of Mattie Curtis’s story of the yellow
quarter.
Different archives—WPA sources, census records, plantation papers—can all be
marshalled to piece together what may have happened on the Mordecai plantation.
on the slave schedule as owning more than 250 slaves. This unlikely exponential increase, coupled with
Perry’s occupation and his close associations with the Mordecai family all combine to suggest that the
slaves listed under his name in fact belonged to the Mordecais. William Kauffman Scarborough has
reached the same conclusion, finding that the Mordecai slaves were listed under Willie Perry’s name.
Master of the Big House: Elite Slaveholders of the Mid-Nineteenth-Century South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 2003), p. 4 n9. Also of interest, Willie Perry named one of his sons Moses
Mordecai Perry, which raises the issue of familial connections, naming etc., especially since according to
Mattie Curtis, the Mordecai men kept the women in the yellow quarter for their own use as well as for their
overseers. The Perry and Mordecai families could have had related, enslaved descendants. Thanks to
Douglas Porter, the curator of an exhibit on the Mordecai Family mounted at the Mordecai Historic Park in
Raleigh, for his insights on this point.
11
It is important to note that among the sixty four slaves listed as belonging to Jacob Mordecai, none are
listed as mulatto. Jacob lived in Edgecomb County, not Wake County. So it is possible that a different
enumerator recorded the racial categories of Jacob Mordecai’s slaves. The records frustrate a conclusive
determination as to the processes for racial classification that different census takers employed on different
days across different counties.
12
“1850 Census: Instructions to Marshals and Assistant Marshals”,
https://usa.ipums.org/usa/voliii/inst1850.shtml On racial categories and the census see: Melissa Nobles,
Shades of Citizenship: Race and the Census in Modern Politics (Stanford University Press, 2000); Kenneth
Prewitt, What Is “Your” Race?: The Census and Our Flawed Efforts to Classify Americans (Princeton
University Press, 2013); Paul Schor, Counting Americans: How the US Census Classified the Nation (New
York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2017); W. E. B. Du Bois, Against Racism: Unpublished Essays,
Papers, Addresses, 1887-1961 (University of Massachusetts Press, 1988), 97-99.
5

Further, these different types of sources build up a base of evidence that can be brought
to bear on the sexual, racial, and familial dynamics of antebellum slavery in the U.S.
South more broadly. There are undeniable methodological difficulties which emerge
when studying the topic of interracial incest; it was something that most people did not
talk about or acknowledge. 13 By juxtaposing different types of evidence, however, a
landscape begins to take shape; a place where slaveowners owned people whom they
were related to, where slaveowners chose the names of their enslaved offspring, where
My use of the word “interracial” is meant only to signify and reflect historical perceptions of racial
categories and does not connote a view of race as an unchanging, a priori biological reality. My approach
to navigating difficult archives has been informed by many scholars and theorists. In “Soul Murder and
Slavery: Toward a Fully Loaded Cost Accounting,” Nell Irvin Painter urged historians to incorporate the
contributions of psychoanalysis, feminist theory, trauma theory, and other social sciences in order to “enter
the archives with our eyes wide open,” and highlighted the need to excavate the latent content embedded,
and at times intentionally obscured, in primary sources. Painter, “Soul Murder and Slavery: Toward a Fully
Loaded Cost Accounting,” in Southern History Across the Color Line, (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2002), 18. Of course her call to skeptically read sources instead of taking them at face value
and her recognition of the silences and secrets imposed by the nature of the archive were nothing new.
Michel Foucault elucidated these concepts in The Archeology of Knowledge and theorists including Gayatri
Spivak, Éduoard Glissant, and many others further expounded the need to read against the grain and
question “official” accounts. Gayatri Spivak, “Subaltern Studies: Deconstructing Historiography,” in
Selected Subaltern Studies, ed. Ranajit Guha and Gayatri Spivak (New York: Oxford University Press,
1988), Édouard Glissant, Poetics of Relation, trans. Betsy Wing (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,
1997).
Many scholars of slavery have addressed the complex structures of power and meaning in archive as they
relate to the study of slavery specifically. See especially John Blassingame, ed., Slave Testimony: Two
Centuries of Letters, Speeches, and Autobiographies (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1977), xvi-Ixv; C. Van Woodward, “History from Slave Sources,” in The Slave’s Narrative, ed. Charles T.
Davis and Henry Louis Gates Jr. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 48-58; Stephanie E.
Smallwood, Saltwater Slavery: A Middle Passage from Africa to American Diaspora, (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2008); Saidiya V. Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and SelfMaking in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997); Saidiya V.
Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small Axe 26, no. 2 (2008);Stephanie M. H. Camp, Closer to
Freedom: Enslaved Women and Everyday Resistance in the Plantation South, (Chapel Hill: The University
of North Carolina Press, 2004). Marisa Fuentes’s description of reading “along the bias grain,” stretching
an archival document—like a piece of fabric cut along the bias—in order to make room for figures who
seem to be absent, also resonates with my approach to archival material. Marisa J. Fuentes, Dispossessed
Lives: Enslaved Women, Violence, and the Archive (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016).
The topic of interracial incest in slavery requires a broad theoretical perspective and attention to black
feminist epistemologies. As the psychoanalyst Jacques-Alain Miller once told Michel Foucault, “one
cannot write the history of sexuality in the way that one would write the history of bread.” Michel Foucault
and Colin Gordon, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977 (Pantheon
Books, 1980), 213. For an excellent model of a multivalent, historically and theoretically rigorous
approach, see Camille Robcis, The Law of Kinship: Anthropology, Psychoanalysis, and the Family in
France (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2013).
6
13

former slaves told their truth decades later. It is tempting, reflexive even, to doubt Mattie
Curtis’s story of a specialized, skin-tone specific slave quarter devoted explicitly to
sexual abuse and slave breeding. But her story did not materialize out of thin air. This
project emerges directly and purposefully from that premise.
This dissertation is about the tangled connections between slavery, sexual
violence and incest in the nineteenth century United States. It argues that incest was a
systemic element of the institution of slavery in the antebellum South, recognized as such
by the slaveholders who engaged in and witnessed incestuous connections between slave
owners and slaves, the enslaved women and freedwomen subject to those abuses,
abolitionist activists who decried slavery’s incest and the race scientists who likened
miscegenation to incest. In ways that scholars have not yet recognized, incest was an
integral part of the perverted dynamics of sex, race, commerce, and kinship that
characterized slavery and the systems of race and kinship relations constructed in its
aftermath. I develop this argument through a series of chapters that trace the evidence of
incest across various domains of power: the plantation household, the commerce of the
domestic slave trade, anti-slavery literature, photography and visual culture, and the postemancipation legal landscape. 14
14
While not much has been written by historians on incest and slavery, much has been written on the
dynamics of the plantation household, on sexual and psychological violence in slavery, on the domestic
slave trade, and on both the enormous challenges that faced freedpeople and on their powerful and
courageous claims for civil rights. My work builds on these bodies of scholarship and is particularly
indebted to the scholarship addressing the dynamics of the plantation household. The plantation household
was the site from which the subsequent chapters and areas of analysis emerged. A generation of influential
historians, particularly feminist historians, have done the pathbreaking work of breaking down the barriers
between private and public space, encouraging (at times forcing) other historians to see the dynamics of
politics, power, and labor at work in the household. See Stephanie McCurry, Masters of Small Worlds:
Yeoman Households, Gender Relations, and the Political Culture of the Antebellum South Carolina Low
Country (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997); Thavolia Glymph, Out of the House of Bondage: The
Transformation of the Plantation Household, (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008);
7

“My own blood”: Biological Incest
There were very real bonds of blood that connected masters to slaves. Antislavery novels abound which hinge on incestuous seductions of enslaved daughters by
their owners/fathers. 15 For abolitionist writers, these incest plots functioned as allegories
of the destruction of the family inherent in slavery. But there is no question that
biological incest in slavery was a reality, not just an invention of anti-slavery writers, not
just an invention of Mattie Curtis. The institution of slavery was in large part built upon
slaveowners’ access to enslaved women’s bodies and was driven by the financial
imperative to produce more enslaved property. Slaveowners routinely had sex with, and
fathered children by, their slaves. Laws and customs granted enslaved women almost no
recourse, and furthermore ensured that there was no record of the paternity of enslaved
people. As a result, my research shows, in many cases slaveowners did not know who
among their slaves they were related to. After generations of sexual abuse, wherein one
white family owned the same enslaved family, biologically incestuous sex could—and
did—become unavoidable.
The conditions are not hard to imagine. As Doris Garraway writes of the early
French Caribbean, “under slavery, the prevalence of actual interracial sexual relations
and rape made incest a likely occurrence,” and notes that “accidental or knowing
incestuous sex between slave owners and their enslaved blood relatives” was a systemic
Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household: Black and White Women of the Old South
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1988) .
15
These novels will be examined in detail in chapter 3.
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risk. 16 Biological incest did not happen every day in the slave South, but the threat was
inherent to the system. Miscegenation and incest would become tangibly linked when a
slave owner had sex with a female slave, and years later had sex with his own enslaved
mixed-race daughter (or sister, or niece, etc.). 17 Light-skinned slaves (and later
freedpeople) therefore represented the essential proof of incest committed by
slaveholders, and this fact would have significant ramifications for the way that white
southerners attempted to regulate interracial interactions (and interracial people) after
emancipation. The antebellum South fostered a social system cloaked in paternalism in
which paternity functioned as an “explosive secret”; the combined problems of dubious
paternity, patriarchal power, and rape could and, as we know, did, result in biological
incest. 18
There are, not surprisingly, few records that detail the possibility or occurrence of
biologically incestuous sex in explicit fashion. It is no wonder then; if this phenomenon is
treated in the literature at all (a rare occurrence) it is generally examined through literary
analysis of antislavery novels and not through archival material. 19 But a handful of
Doris L. Garraway, The Libertine Colony: Creolization in the Early French Caribbean (Durham: Duke
University Press Books, 2005), 279. While incest is not the focus of Garraway’s work, the passages quoted
above provide a rare exception to the general lack of attention to the issue in the literature.
17
The word “miscegenation” was invented during Abraham Lincoln’s 1864 campaign; a pamphlet
suggested that racial liberals like Lincoln were advocating “race mixing” to resolve the country’s fraught
racial politics, the clear insinuation being that a future where racial categories mixed at will would be
disastrous. While recognizing its problematic history, I use the term to denote a particular racist belief. In
doing so I follow many other scholars, including Michelle Mitchell and Peggy Pascoe. See Michele
Mitchell, Righteous Propagation: African Americans and the Politics of Racial Destiny after
Reconstruction (University of North Carolina Press, 2005), xxi; Peggy Pascoe, What Comes Naturally:
Miscegenation Law and the Making of Race in America (Oxford University Press, 2009) 13.
18
“Explosive secret” is Doris Sommer’s term, used to describe white paternity of an enslaved child in
Cirilo Villaverde’s novel Cecilia Valdés. Sommer also observes how this type of secrecy leads to a risk of
incest. Doris Sommer, Foundational Fictions: The National Romances of Latin America (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1991), 129.
19
See for example, Werner Sollors, Neither Black nor White yet Both: Thematic Explorations of Interracial
Literature, 1st edition (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999). Brian Connolly, Domestic
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records do testify to the possibility or reality of biological incest in the slave South. My
approach to analyzing these cases is informed by the methods of Italian microhistory and
particularly by Edoardo Grendi’s concept of “the exceptional normal.” Exceptional cases
help us to discern and reconstruct aspects of society that are not, themselves, exceptional,
such as widespread social practices and systems of belief. A case wherein surviving
records indicate that a slave owner raped his enslaved daughter, for example, is
undoubtedly exceptional, but the exceptionality of such a case is a condition for setting
up a broader understanding of the dynamics of sex, family and ownership that dominated
across the slave South. 20 The evidence presented is arrayed across the 19th century history
of slavery in the South. The cases point to different moments in that history, span several
decades, and are often arranged out of chronological order. While the conditions of
slavery varied considerably across time, region, and individual slaveholder and slave, the
core dynamics which constituted the incestuous nature of slavery remained intact
throughout slavery’s regime in the Americas, though factors such as the increased scale
of the domestic slave trade can be understood to have an effect. 21 Owner/slave incestuous
sexual assault did not always occur, though, as I will argue, the conditions of possibility
were unavoidable. There was another form of slave owner incestuous abuse, however,
that was always present, that did occur routinely, and it does not take an aberrant case to
Intimacies: Incest and the Liberal Subject in Nineteenth-Century America (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2014). Karen West Monteleone, All in the Family: Incest and Miscegenation in 19th
Century Latin American Novels (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2000). Karen Sanchez-Eppler,
"Bodily Bonds: The Intersecting Rhetorics of Feminism and Abolition," Representations 24 (Fall 1988),
Nancy Bentley, "White Slaves: The Mulatto Hero in Antebellum Fiction." American Literature 65, no. 3
(1993).
20
E. Grendi, “Micro-analisi e storia sociale,” Quaderni storici 35 (1977), 506–20. Such a case, does exist
however, and will be examined in chapter 1.
21
The dynamics and effects of the domestic slave trade on incest, and anxieties about incest, will be
examined in chapter 2.
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expose it. To recognize this second mode of incest, the conventional definition of
endogamy has to be expanded.

The Paternalism Axis
Incest in slavery operated along two axes. The first axis can be understood as sex
between close blood relations, an occurrence that was encouraged during slavery by the
obscuring of slave owner paternity, the virtually absolute ability of masters to force their
slaves to have sex with them, and the proliferation of “illegitimate” enslaved children.
This understanding of incest aligns with the conventional definition. What I will term the
“paternalism axis” goes a step beyond biological incest and is based on a recognition of
the coupling of slaveholders’ ideology of family and their practice of sexual assault. If a
master viewed his slave as a member of his family, and understood his duty to her as akin
to a fatherly obligation to a child, then his subsequent rape of that slave/child was an
incestuous act, even if there was no biological connection between them. At a
fundamental level, any instance where paternalism and sex occurred in tandem was
incestuous.
Paternalism has a complicated historiographical legacy. Eugene Genovese
famously, and controversially, wrote of “slaveholders’ vision of themselves as
authoritarian fathers who presided over an extended and subservient family, white and
black.” 22 Despite valid objections to Genovese’s model, the archives attest to slavery’s
familial dimensions. Slaveholders gave their chattel their last names, sought shelter under

Eugene Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New York: Vintage Books, 1974),
74.
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the guise of paternalism and the metaphor of the plantation family, and spoke of a
“family, black and white”—all while routinely having sex with their slaves and fathering
their children. Some historians have argued that paternalism veiled the degree to which
slave owners were logical economic actors and slavery was part of an emerging capitalist
system. 23 Others contend that paternalism might have been used as a proslavery strategy
in public settings but that privately slave owners did not subscribe to paternalism as a
genuine ideology. 24
And yet, the archives are filled with examples of slaveholder’s paternalistic
ideology, which they broadcast both in public and private. One Georgian slave owner,
John Wilson, wrote that the planter as “pater-familias, or head of the family, should, in
one sense, be the father of the whole concern, negroes and all.” 25 Wilson’s sentiment
appeared in a public, published text. But South Carolina rice planter Edward Thomas
Heriot wrote a letter to his cousin in which he put the sentiment quite plainly, writing of
his slaves: “I manage them as my children.” 26 Thomas Jefferson’s private writings and
his treatment of Sally Hemings bespeak his paternalistic posture. Testimony recorded in
Herbert Gutman and Ira Berlin both took issue with Genovese’s paternalism thesis, arguing that the
internal slave trade contradicted it. Michael Tadman and Walter Johnson extended that critique. The
relations that slavery engendered were complex, and the domestic slave trade was a profound driver, but to
reduce the institution to a capitalist system ignores its very real social and familial dynamics. Moreover,
there is dialectic or dialogic between economic and social conditions; they constitute one another. See Ira
Berlin and Herbert Gutman, Power and Culture: Essays on the American Working Class (New York:
Pantheon, 1987), Walter Johnson, Soul by Soul: Life Inside the Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2009), Michael Tadman, Speculators And Slaves: Masters, Traders, And Slaves
In The Old South (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1989). Edward E. Baptist, The Half Has Never
Been Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism (New York: Basic Books, 2014).
24
James Oakes “Review: ‘I Own My Slaves, But They Also Own Me’: Property and Paternalism in the
Slave South” Reviews in American History 38.4 (December 2010), 590. Lacy Ford, Origins of Southern
Radicalism: The South Carolina Upcountry, 1800-1860 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988).
25
John Stainbeck Wilson, “The Peculiarities and Diseases of Negroes,” The American Cotton Planter and
the Soil of the South (Montgomery: Underwood & Cloud, 1860), 416.
26
Heriot to Anna Bruce Cunningham, April 20, 1853, in Edward Thomas Heriot Papers, Duke University
Library.
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freedom suits reveal that slaveholding Virginians used the language of family to explain
owners’ relationships to their slaves, and that slaveholders themselves sometimes treated
property disputes over their slaves more like custody battles than impersonal financial
matters. Slave owning women, like Ella Gertrude Clanton Thomas were rocked by their
slaves’ departures during (and after) the Civil War and wrote about these acts of selfpossession as akin to abandonments by family members. 27
To understand a slaveholder’s rape of a slave as anything other than incestuous
is to fail to take seriously the logical extension of slaveholders’ own thoughts and actions,
and to fail to recognize the particular horrors of the slave system when it came to
enslaved women’s lived experiences. The form of incest that took place between a
paternalistic owner and his slave encapsulated the type of usurpation and violation that is
present in many incestuous assaults. Even if enslaved women did not view their masters
as paternal protectors (and the premise here is that they overwhelmingly did not), it is
easy to imagine that these women felt the anger, helplessness, and perhaps shame often
associated with being violated at the hands of someone who is nominally your custodian
but has chosen to ignore and indeed exploit that fact.
There is a blueprint in sociological and psychological literature for expanding the
definition of incest to include sex between not only biological relatives but also sex
between members of the “plantation family.” Edvard Westermarck, the Finnish
sociologist and philosopher, believed that the incest taboo arose out of innate aversion to

Several entries in Thomas’s diary communicate her feelings of betrayal, brought about by the departure
of one of “her negroes.” See Virginia Ingram Burr, ed., The Secret Eye: The Journal of Ella Gertrude
Clanton Thomas, 1848-1889 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990), Monday, December
12, 1864, quotes at pp. 246-7, Wednesday, May [17] 1865, quotes at pp. 267-8.
13

27

incest, not out of an innate attraction to incest, as Freud postulated. Indeed the
Westermarck-Freud incest-theory debate has been treated extensively in anthropological
literature, and a brief summary of the debate usefully contextualizes the utility of
Westermarck’s ideas to the expanded definition of incest offered here. 28 Freud wrote,
“the findings of psyco-analysis make the hypothesis of an innate aversion to incestuous
intercourse totally untenable. They have shown, on the contrary, that the earliest sexual
excitations of youthful human beings are invariably of an incestuous character and that
such impulses when repressed play a part that can scarcely be over-estimated as motive
forces of neuroses in later life.” 29 Westermarck’s theory as outlined in his The Origin and
Development of the Moral Ideas, finds that “there is an innate aversion to sexual
intercourse between persons living very closely together from early youth, and that, as
such persons are in most cases related by blood, this feeling would naturally display itself
in custom and law as a horror of intercourse between near kin.” 30 While my
conceptualization of slaveholder’s incestuous drives corresponds to a Freudian
understanding of the incest taboo, i.e. that it arises from psychosexual attraction as
opposed to innate aversion, it is interesting that Westermarck conceptualizes feelings
about incest as pertaining not only to relationships of biological kin, but to “persons
living very closely together from early youth.” It is true that such persons are usually
related by blood, but not always. Not in the slave South. The domestic intimacies of
slavery bred precisely the types of spaces, relationships, and interracial family
28
David H. Spain “The Westermarck-Freud Incest-Theory Debate: An Evaluation and Reformulation”
Current Anthropology, Vol. 28 No. 5 (Dec. 1987), 623-645.
29
Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo (London: Routledge, 2003), 143-4.
30
Edward Westermarck, The Origin and Development of the Moral Ideas (London: Macmillan and
Company, Limited, 1908), 368.
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constellations that would extend the incest taboo along Westermarckian lines of
inclusion.
Claude Lévi-Strauss famously put forth his own theory of the incest taboo, and
argued against lines of thinking which characterized the incest prohibition as either
entirely biological and “natural” or entirely “cultural” and contingent. 31 For LéviStrauss, the taboo is both social and natural, universal and specific. This study of incest in
the slave South attests and subscribes the general conceptualization described by LéviStrauss. There were specific laws governing incest and marriage in the 19th century, and
ideas about incest shifted along with ideas about the family more generally. However,
according to Freud and Lévi-Strauss, there is also an innate drive towards incest which
can be understood to be impervious to cultural and historical shifts. In The Elementary
Structures of Kinship, Claude Lévi-Strauss asserts, “The incest prohibition is at once on
the threshold of culture, and in one sense . . . culture itself.” 32 The incest taboo, according
to Lévi-Strauss, is the only phenomenon with “the distinctive characteristics both of
Lévi-Strauss framed his own theory in opposition to what he saw as three main traps of
conceptualization. He disagreed with Lewis Morgan and Henry Maine, who claimed that incest was a
natural phenomenon which organized societies had imposed restrictions on. For Morgan and Maine, the
incest prohibition arose as a species-protecting measure, it was based in biological and evolutionary
necessity. “The incest prohibition,” in this line of thinking, “is taken to be a protective measure, shielding
the species from the disastrous results of consanguineous marriage.” (Lévi-Strauss, 13). Lévi-Strauss
rejected this idea, noting that biological knowledge of the effects of inbreeding on a population are
relatively recent in society, whereas the incest prohibition extends to primitive societies. Lévi-Strauss also
disagreed with Westermarck (and Havelock Ellis), who both argued, as outlined above, that the idea of
incest produced a “natural horror” in people. Societal prohibitions of incest, according to the
Westermarck/Ellis theory, were simply following the natural disgust that incest elicited. Lévi-Strauss, in
accordance with Freud’s Oedipus complex, points out that if there were not a widespread desire and
longing for incestuous connections, there would be no need to forbid incest so explicitly. The third type of
explanation of the incest prohibition, according to Lévi-Strauss, sees the incest prohibition as “purely
social, its expression in biological terms being accidental and of minor importance.” (Lévi-Strauss, 19).
Thinkers espousing this orientation include James Frazer, John McLennan, Herbert Spencer, John
Lubbock, and Emile Durkheim. This perspective, according to Lévi-Strauss, views the incest prohibition in
specific historical terms, and as such cannot account for the universality of the taboo. Claude Lévi-Strauss,
The Elementary Structures of Kinship (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969).
32
Ibid, 12.
15
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nature and of its theoretical contraction, culture. [It] has the universality of bent and
instinct, and the coercive character of law and institution.” 33 The incest taboo
encapsulates an intricate duality, as Lévi-Strauss recognized. The taboo is pre-social, and
therefore every person innately understands or at least feels the pressure of the
prohibition on some level. 34 Yet attitudes towards incest are both innate and absorbed
through historically specific cultural constructs. The social and legal frameworks
governing endogamy are not timeless, and cannot be treated as such.
The nineteenth century United States, and more specifically the antebellum South,
was a place and time that brought with it an evolving set of religious, legal, and social
customs and rules surrounding incest. The prohibition of incest was grounded in the
bible, and Anglo-American legal prohibitions were largely based on Levitical
prohibitions. And yet, the bible itself is not entirely consistent when it comes to the incest
taboo. Marriage between a man and his deceased brother’s wife, for instance, was
forbidden in Leviticus (Lev. 18:16). In Deuteronomy, however, the same union is held up
as the fulfillment of a familial duty (Deut. 25:2-10). 35 The Levitical commands (directed
at men) prohibited sex between near kin, defined as sex between a man and his mother
Lévi-Strauss, 10.
The social scientific literature on incest and the incest taboo is vast, but see especially: Brenda Seligman,
“The Incest Barrier: Its Role in Social Organization.” British Journal of Psychology 22 (January 1932):
250-76, and Talcott Parsons, “The Incest Taboo in Relation to Social Structure,” in The Family: Its
Structures and Functions, ed. Rose Laub Coser (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1974), 13-30. Judith
Herman’s feminist perspective is particularly valuable to this project. Herman notes that the prominent
biological, social, and anthropological studies of incest fail to account for the gendered nature of incestuous
abuse. Herman emphasizes that reports of incestuous abuse by fathers exceed those of mothers thirty-fold.
Moreover, Herman locates the explanation for father-daughter incest in the patriarchal organization of
society, arguing that a male-dominated societal structure leads to predatory sexual behavior by fathers. This
insight is key to my understanding of incestuous abuse in the slave South. Judith Lewis Herman, FatherDaughter Incest (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2000).
35
“If brethren dwell together, and one of them die, and have no child, the wife of the dead shall not marry
without unto a stranger: her husband's brother shall go in unto her, and take her to him to wife, and perform
the duty of an husband's brother unto her.” Deut. 25:2-10, King James Version.
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(or stepmother), father, sister (or half-sister), daughter-in-law, granddaughter (or stepgranddaughter), aunt (by blood or marriage), and sister-in-law. Leviticus also forbids
intercourse with a brother's wife, forbids a co-occurring sexual relationship with a woman
and her daughter (a daughter from a previous relationship), but also forbids sex with a
woman’s daughter after the woman’s death. 36
Internal biblical contradictions notwithstanding, it was the biblical (Levitical)
incest prohibition that served as the basis for medieval canon law, which in turn served as
the bedrock for Anglo-American incest law. In 1563, the Archbishop of Canterbury,
Matthew Porter, compiled different modifications of the Levitical prohibition into a
tables of forbidden degrees. The table establish by English canon law was transplanted
onto American soil in the colonial period and served as “the foundation for AngloAmerican legislation on kin restrictions.” 37 Marriages in Virginia were prohibited
“within the Levitical degrees,” and many state laws reproduced the “table of the degrees
of kindred and affinity,” in their statutes.
A man shall not marry his
Grand-mother,
Grand-mother’s wife,
Wife’s grand-mother,
Father’s sister,
Mother’s sister,
Father’s brother’s wife,
36

A woman shall not marry her
Grand-father,
Grand-mother’s husband,
Husband’s grand-father,
Father’s brother,
Mother’s brother,
Father’s sister’s husband,

There are noteworthy exceptions in the biblical text. For instance there is no express prohibition of sex
between a man and his daughter. Calum Carmichael cautions against separating the Levitical laws from
their larger biblical framework and narrative context. Calum Carmichael, Law, Legend, and Incest in the
Bible: Leviticus 18-20., (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1997).
37
Michael Grossberg, Governing the Hearth: Law and the Family in Nineteenth-Century America (Chapel
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 111. According to Peter Bardaglio and Julia Cherry
Spruill, colonial statutes required that every parish church in the Anglican South post a copy of Parker’s
table. Julia Cherry Spruill, Women’s Life and Work in the Southern Colonies (W. W. Norton & Company,
1998), 141-2; Peter W. Bardaglio, Reconstructing the Household: Families, Sex, and the Law in the
Nineteenth-Century South, (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1998) 41.
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Mother’s brother’s wife,
Wife’s father’s sister,
Wife’s mother’s sister,
Mother ,
Step-mother,
Wife’s mother,
Daughter,
Wife’s daughter,
Son’s wife,
Sister,
Wife’s sister,
Brother’s wife,
Son’s daughter,
Daughter’s daughter,
Son’s son’s wife,
Daughter’s son’s wife,
husband
Wife’s sons’s daughter,
Wife’s daughter’s daughter,
Brother’s daughter,
Sister’s daughter,
Brother’s son’s wife,
Sister’s son’s wife,
Wife’s brother’s daughter,
Wife’s sister’s daughter.

Mother’s sister’s husband,
Husband’s father’s brother,
Husband’s mother’s brother,
Father,
Step-father,
Husband’s father,
Son,
Husband’s son,
Daughter’s husband,
Brother,
Husband’s brother,
Sister’s husband,
Son’s son,
Daughter’s son,
Son’s daughter’s husband,
Daughter’s daughter’s
Husband’s son’s son,
Husband’s daughter’s son,
Brother’s son,
Sister’s son,
Brother’s daughter’s husband,
Sister’s daughter’s husband,
Husband’s brother’s son,
Husband’s sister’s son. 38

Nowhere in this table is there any mention of a man’s enslaved daughter, or enslaved
sister, or enslaved niece. 39 But, in accordance with Lévi-Strauss’s theory of the incest
taboo, which emphasizes both its specificity and universality, the fact that laws did not

An Act concerning marriages, (February 1777), Laws of Maryland, vol. 1, 1811. The table was the basis
for incest laws, but it was not a stationary set of rules. Prohibitions on first cousin marriage, and on
marriage to a deceased wife’s sister, for instance, evolved over the course of the nineteenth century.
Despite the gradual changes in the law, all antebellum southern states consistently prohibited marriages
between uncles and nieces or aunts and nephews, along with unions between ascending and descending
family members. However, with the exception of Georgia, all antebellum southern states eventually
permitted marriages between first-cousins. When it came to enforcement of illegal familial relations,
southern jurists betrayed ambivalence. Bardaglio observes that judges had to walk a fine line, as they did
not want to undermine patriarchal power structures nor challenge the authority of the father as the supreme
head of the household. Peter Bardaglio, Reconstructing the Household: Families, Sex and the Law in the
Nineteenth Century South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995) 248 n17 and n18, 48.
39
Such an addition would have been ludicrous as marriage between a man and his slave was illegal.
Though the table explicitly referred to marriage, however, it was understood and interpreted to apply to
sexual relations as well.
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prohibit incest within the “plantation family” did not mean that slaveholders did not
innately feel the pressure of the incest taboo when it came both to their enslaved
biological relatives and the slaves who they compared to their children.
The dissertation begins by introducing the sexual chaos of the plantation
household. The antebellum South was a world in which slaveholders inherited their blood
relatives, brothers sold their sisters, and the “founding father” Thomas Jefferson had sex
with and fathered children by his deceased wife’s enslaved half-sister (a relationship
which would have violated the “table of the degrees of kindred and affinity”). The
perverted family situations that constituted the lived reality of slavery were, I argue,
incestuous family situations. Chapter 1, “Slavery in the Family: Incest in the Plantation
Household,” lays the archival groundwork for my definitions of incest. I proceed through
a series of case studies which tell this story through the words and actions of both
slaveholders and enslaved people. To this end, I turn to familiar figures such as James
Henry Hammond and Thomas Jefferson and demonstrate how their sexual relationships
with their slaves transgressed the incest taboo. 40 I aim, as Saidiya Hartman modeled,
towards “defamiliarizing the familiar.” 41 In addition to familiar figures such as Thomas
Jefferson, I include the voices and stories of enslaved women retrieved from the archival
On James Henry Hammond, see Drew Gilpin Faust, James Henry Hammond and the Old South: A
Design for Mastery (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1982); Carol Bleser, ed., Secret and
Sacred: The Diaries of James Henry Hammond, a Southern Slaveholder (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1988); Christina Sharpe, Monstrous Intimacies: Making Post-Slavery Subjects (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2010). On Thomas Jefferson and sexuality, see especially Annette Gordon-Reed, The
Hemingses of Monticello: An American Family, (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2008); Fawn M.
Brodie, Thomas Jefferson: An Intimate History, Reprint edition (New York: W. W. Norton & Company,
2010); Shannon Lee Dawdy, “Proper Caresses and Prudent Distance: A How-To Manual from Colonial
Louisiana,” in Ann Laura Stoler, ed. Haunted by Empire (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006);
Winthrop Jordan, White Over Black: American Attitudes Toward the Negro, 1550-1812, (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1968).
41
Saidiya V. Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth Century
America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 4.
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record. I examine an 1830 Virginia murder trial in which an enslaved woman named
Peggy was tried for the murder of her owner, a man who was also her father and
attempted rapist. In this chapter I also reconstruct the lengthy and complex freedom suit
of a woman named Nanny Pagee, filed in Virginia in 1803, which demonstrates how the
categories of master and father were collapsed under slavery, both literally and
rhetorically.
The second chapter, “Scars of the Trade: Family, Recognition, and Incest in
Slavery and Freedom,” argues that a crucial outcome of the domestic slave trade was the
obscuring of familial (and especially paternal) knowledge—a loss which not only isolated
individuals but importantly raised the specter of accidental incest. Using ex-slave
narratives and WPA interviews alongside materials such as bills of sale and slave trader
inventories, the chapter reads across times and archives to delineate the impact of the
internal slave trade on the enslaved and formerly enslaved family.
In the first section of this chapter, I examine slave trade records such as receipts,
bills of sale, and slave pricing circulars. These records demonstrate that the valuations
and preferences of the slave trade, the greater desire among buyers for younger,
unattached enslaved people, meant that familial separations were not merely a random
byproduct of the trade but practically an engineered result. An increase in the
geographical reach of slavery also meant that when enslaved people were sold they had a
higher likelihood of being carried far away from their families. The churnings of the trade
necessitated geographical separation of (known and unknown) family members, brought
with it the fungibility of enslaved peoples’ surnames, as well as the abstraction, distortion
or dispossession of basic identifying facts such as an enslaved person’s age, place of
20

birth, or number of siblings. 42 The logical conclusion to all of these compounding layers
of loss—loss of family members and loss of familial knowledge—was, for some enslaved
people, unintended incestuous marriages, the circulation of stories about such unions and
the fear that the possibility of accidental incest was at once present and unavoidable.
In the second section of this chapter, I turn to narratives written and narrated by
people held in slavery and establish that incest stories were a major theme in ex-slave
narratives. I demonstrate that a recurring trope in ex-slave testimony involved the story of
a mother who accidentally married her own son, or a brother who accidentally married
his own sister, and the incestuous nature of their union was often (though not always)
revealed with the discovery and recognition of a childhood scar. These stories of scars
and recognition directly mirror a famous scene in Homer’s Odyssey. The allegorical
quality of the WPA incest/scar stories speak to a larger truth about how slavery
dysregulated, obscured, and even weaponized biological kinship among enslaved people.
Furthermore, these stories amount to a crucial piece of knowledge circulation among
former slaves and demonstrate that former slaves were purposefully communicating the
truths about slavery in whatever mode they could. 43
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The third chapter, “‘Boisterous Passions’: The Fantasy of the Anti-Slavery Novel
and Northern Reform,” demonstrates that interracial incest was a dominant theme in
abolitionist discourse. In several popular anti-slavery novels and plays, including Lydia
Maria Child’s The Stars and Stripes (1858), Richard Hildreth’s Archy Moore, the White
Slave; or, Memoirs of a Fugitive (1856), and Dion Boucicault’s The Octoroon: or, Life in
Louisiana (1859) the plots involved episodes of attempted incestuous rape of enslaved
people and incestuous desires in slavery more generally.
Through close textual analysis of novels I argue that abolitionists were caught up
in the logic of the institution they were trying to destroy. Anti-slavery writers depicted
incest and interracial sex, sometimes in salacious ways, while at the same time
repudiating incest as a symptom of slavery’s evils, thereby indicting the institution that
fostered it. In each novel I analyze, when the specter of incest is recognized, a mixture of
horror, shock, and shame might ensue, but in each case, this sudden recognition does not
lead to liberation or resolution, but ultimately to ambivalence. For white writers in the
North, the fictionally represented landscape of the slave South served as a perfect staging
ground for cathartic dramatizations of pain and pleasure. Anti-slavery writers’ and
audiences’ identification with enslaved characters was premised on the fact that slaves
had been rendered fungible and accessible by the market.
I argue that it is precisely because slavery’s incest was novelized and fictionalized
in the 19th century that it has remained the domain of literary theorists and has eluded

Passage from Africa to American Diaspora (Cambridge: Harvard University Press). On the political
implications of rumors and knowledge circulation among the enslaved, see Steven Hahn, A Nation Under
Our Feet: Black Political Struggles in the Rural South from Slavery to the Great Migration (Cambridge:
Belknap Press of Harvard University, 2003), 116-162.
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historians. Historians, however, ought to understand these novels and plays as proof that
the incestuous dynamics of slavery existed as shared public knowledge. As I argue
throughout my dissertation, knowledge of slavery’s connection to incest was known at
some level across both enslaved and enslaving communities, and that knowledge
circulated in both the North and the South. At the same time that incest was integral to
slavery, however, there were strong impulses to deny this taboo and disturbing reality.
These novels serve as an ideal archive in which to examine this contradiction as they
literally dramatize the push/pull of recognition and denial. 44
The fourth chapter, “‘Literal Repulsiveness of Nature’: Photographs of War and
Slavery’s Aftermath,” is about the visual evidence of miscegenation in the form of
photographs and woodcut illustrations of light-skinned emancipated slaves. Just as
battlefield photographs of Civil War dead changed how Americans saw the war,
photographs of white-looking slaves changed how Americans saw the sexual dynamics of
slavery and forced a national recognition and reckoning with the post-emancipation racial
landscape. As the institution of slavery unraveled, these photographs added particular
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weight to planters’ post-emancipation realities: what was the fate of planters’ families,
whiteness, and power in a world where “white slaves” were no longer slaves? 45
In this chapter I examine and explain the emergence of photographic technologies
from a technical standpoint and analyze the coverage of the “white slaves” in dozens of
national (and international) periodicals and abolitionist journals. During the Civil War,
abolitionist organizations, working in concert with the Union army, commissioned and
distributed a series of photographs of light-skinned emancipated slave children from New
Orleans. The circulation of these images and accounts in 1863-1864 intensified the
ruptures of civil war and emancipation, proving once and for all what slaveholders had
wrought. The stories and images of the “white slaves” exposed not only planters’ abuses
but also the arbitrary nature of the racial categories that underlay race-based slavery and
Northern, scientifically backed, white supremacy alike. In the wake of emancipation, they
fanned the flames of anxiety about what mixed-race progeny meant for the durability of
white supremacy, and cultivated the innate sense of unease that slavery had transformed
the family into something deeply impure.
The final chapter of the dissertation, “‘If I Had My Justice”: Freedwomen, The
Freedmen’s Bureau, Paternity, and Paternalism in the Post-Emancipation South,”
examines the shifting post-emancipation landscape of race, sex, and power. It focuses on

On photographs of “white slaves” see especially Kathleen Collins, “Portraits of Slave Children,” History
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Seemed,” American Quarterly 54.3 (September 2002): 369-410. On the impact of abolitionist imagemaking more generally, see John Stauffer, “Creating an Image in Black: The Power of Abolition Pictures,”
in W. Fitzhugh Brundage ed., Beyond Blackface: African Americans and the Creation of American Popular
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more than a dozen cases in which freedwomen authored complaints to the Freedmen’s
Bureau alleging their former masters fathered their children and were refusing to support
them. Scattered amidst the voluminous records of the Freedmen’s Bureau, these
remarkable records have, for the most part, been absent from the scholarly literature.
The women who brought paternity suits to the Bureau seized the revolutionary
potential of Reconstruction policies and engaged the state in the adjudication of slavery’s
evils. After emancipation, some freedwomen were quick to adopt and adapt slaveholder’s
professed ideology of family for their own purposes and sought to hold former owners to
the same code of family that they had professed (when it was expedient) during and after
slavery. If their former owners had fathered their children, and had compared their
property to members of their families, why shouldn’t they be compelled to financially
support those children? Freedwomen took up the rhetoric of paternalism and used it in
tandem with a vernacular jurisprudence of justice.
The cases reveal several things. First, they demonstrate that the language of
paternalism lingered after emancipation, and that this rhetoric of fictive family (my
former slave is a member of my family) could be coupled, perversely, with a denial of
biological paternity (I will not pay to support my biological children whose mother I used
to own.) Former slave owners continued to refer to their former slaves as members of
their families even as they sought to dodge the financial responsibilities of fatherhood.
Freedwomen, however, used the “logic” of paternalism for their own ends, attempting to
hold their former owners to the framework that the men themselves had espoused.
Second, these paternity cases reveal that freedwomen understood their attempts to win
child support from their former masters as more than material necessity; some framed
25

their complaints in terms of justice and equal rights. By invoking these universal legal
concepts against their former masters, these women reimagined their relationship with
law and American society. 46
I bring together “cultural history topics” and “social history sources.” I see the
web of social, economic, sexual, familial, and visual dynamics of slavery as deeply
interconnected. As such, sequestering the study of slave trade records from the study of
photographs of light-skinned enslaved children who were sold by their fathers/owners is
myopic. This project draws on and works between the fields of cultural history,
intellectual history, psychoanalytic theory, black feminist theory, social history and
political/legal history. My approach to African American history is situated in a broader
theoretical perspective and aims to create a fruitful conversation between the history of
slavery and emancipation and the foundational issues raised concerning the construction
of historical objects and subjects, the analysis of discourse, and the problems of reading
and of interpreting historical actors. This project does not suggest that the unavoidable
outcome of the systemic incest of the slave South was shared universally by all
individuals. I do not imply that every slaveholder referred to his enslaved property as
family members while at the same time forcing his enslaved property to have sex with
him. Rather, I aim to unveil the foundation of a system, a history of mentalités. This is a
46

On black women’s demands for justice against sexual violence, see especially Crystal N. Feimster,
“‘What If I Am a Woman’: Black Women’s Campaign for Sexual Justice and Citizenship,” in The World
the Civil War Made, ed. Gregory P. Downs and Kate Masur (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 2015), 249–268. On freedpeoples’ testimony as resistance, see Kidada Williams, They Left Great
Marks on Me: African American Testimonies of Racial Violence from Emancipation to World War I (New
York: New York University Press, 2012). On black women reshaping the terms of their public and private
lives after emancipation, see especially Glymph, Out of the House of Bondage; Tera W. Hunter, To ’Joy
My Freedom: Southern Black Women’s Lives and Labors after the Civil War, Reprint edition (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1998); Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black Women,
Work, and the Family from Slavery to the Present (New York: Basic Books, 1985.
26

story about the conditions of possibility and the conditions of production that were
created by the slave South.
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Figure 1. Photograph of Mattie Curtis, courtesy of City of Raleigh Historic Resources
and Museum Program - Mordecai Historic Park, Image Courtesy of Capital Area
Preservation, Inc.
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CHAPTER 1: “Slavery in the Family”: Incest in the Plantation Household

W.E.B. Du Bois wrote, “sexual chaos was always the possibility of slavery, not
always realized but always possible.” 47 There were different degrees of this chaos,
different orders of magnitude, but the imbrication of sex and family life was often a key
component. In her magisterial study, The Hemingses of Monticello, Annette GordonReed explains that slave holding families in the South had more ways to “be bizarre” than
other families did. “Fathers owning sons, brothers giving away brothers as wedding gifts,
sisters selling their aunts, husbands having children with their wives and then their wives’
enslaved half sisters. . .This was one of the myriad reasons why slavery was such a
horrific thing. These weird family situations actually violated emerging norms for the
family in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which is why southern whites of that
time worked so assiduously to hide this aspect of southern life.” 48 Southern whites
worked so hard to hide this reality of southern slavery not only because it violated
emerging tenets of the sentimental Victorian family, but also because the lived reality of
slavery violated a presocial, according to some primatologists, even pre-human, incest
taboo. 49

W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America: 1860-1880, (1935; reprint, New York: Free Press,
1998), 31.
48
Annette Gordon-Reed, The Hemingses of Monticello: An American Family, (New York: W.W. Norton
and Company, 2008), 559.
49
Anna Meigs and Kathleen Barlow, “Beyond the Taboo: Imagining Incest,” American Anthropologist
104, no. 1 (March 1, 2002): 38–49. On the Victorian family and sexuality see John D’Emilio and Estelle B.
Freedman, Intimate Matters: A History of Sexuality in America (New York: Harper and Row, 1988), in
particular chapter 4 “Within the Family” esp. 73-84. On incest in the Victorian family in America and
England, see Bryan Strong, “Towards a History of the Experiential Family: Sex and Incest in the
Nineteenth-Century Family,” Journal of Marriage and the Family, 35 (Aug. 1973): 457-66; Anthony S.
47

29

Slaveholding whites worked hard to hide this incestuous sexual chaos, and yet
there are traces all over the archives. In an 1815 letter, Thomas Jefferson in effect
compared his own sexual desires to that of an incestuous animal. In 1830 an enslaved
woman named Peggy murdered her father, who was also her owner, because of his
relentless torture and attempted sexual assault. A woman named Nanny Pagee sued her
owner for her freedom in 1803, and the court records reveal the ways in which white
southerners understood slavery as both a sexual business and a family affair. Furthermore
Pagee’s case can be understood as a custody battle between two would-be father figure
slaveholders who sought to control Pagee and her children, who may have been also been
the slaveholder’s children. Georgia plantation mistress Gertrude Thomas’s world was
shaken not only by slavery’s end but also by the discovery that her own father had
fathered children by one of his slaves. The degree to which this revelation disturbed her,
even almost killed her, speaks to a recognition of a deeper abomination than interracial
sex alone.
Whether excavated in a close reading of one of Thomas Jefferson’s letters,
excerpted in a startling bit of testimony from Peggy’s murder trial, or methodically
mapped out through dozens of depositions as in Nanny Pegee’s freedom suit, the
incestuous dynamics of slavery—in their various and horrific iterations—ultimately
refuse to be silenced. Despite the attempts made by slave owners like Thomas Jefferson
or Gertrude Thomas to repress and retreat from the incestuous actualities that surrounded
them, the inadmissible reality persistently bubbles to the surface. Enslaved women,

Wohl, “Sex and the Single Room: Incest Among the Victorian Working Classes,” in The Victorian Family:
Structure and Stresses, Anthony S. Wohl, ed. (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1978), 197-216.
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through violent crimes, interpersonal manipulations, and legal challenges, took actions
that ensured the incestuous abuses of slavery would end up in the public record. As the
cases I explore in this chapter suggest, incest was systemic in the slave south. It took
different forms, ranging from the mixing of blood between biological relatives to acts of
sexual exploitation within the plantation family. Whatever the precise expression, slave
owners and enslaved people all grappled with the reality that the incest taboo was
violated during slavery. Scholars striving to understand slavery and the fraught racial
landscape left in slavery’s wake must also recognize and contend with the incestuous
baggage of the peculiar institution.
In 1856, James Henry Hammond wrote a letter to his son Harry that illustrates
precisely the combined problems of dubious paternity and patriarchal power that could,
and did, lead to incest:
In the last will I made I left to you, over and above my other children Sally
Johnson the mother of Louisa & all the children of both. Sally says Henderson is
my child. It is possible, but I do not believe it. Yet act on her’s rather than my
opinion. Louisa’s first child may be mine. I think not. Her second I believe is
mine. Take care of her & her children who are both of your blood if not of mine . .
. Nor would I like that any but my own blood should own as Slaves my own blood
or Louisa. . . Do not let Louisa or any of my children or possible children be the
Slaves of Strangers. Slavery in the family will be their happiest earthly
condition. 50
Hammond purchased Sally Johnson and her daughter, Louisa, when Sally was eighteen
and Louisa was an infant. By his own account, Hammond had children with both mother
and daughter. As Hammond’s reference to bequeathing his “children or possible

James Henry Hammond to Harry Hammond, February 19, 1856, James Henry Hammond Papers, South
Carolina Library. Quoted in Bleser ed., Secret and Sacred: The Diaries of James Henry Hammond, a
Southern Slaveholder (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 19.
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50

children” to his son Harry reveals, the anxiety about violating the incest taboo was real. 51
How could Harry Hammond know who among his human property were blood
relations? 52 Which slaves should Harry avoid sexual intercourse with for fear of
violating the incest taboo?
The complex web of paternity, paternalism, and property that enveloped southern
plantations led to incest, but we can almost never know exactly when and under what
circumstances. The unintelligibility (even to Hammond himself) of the Hammond family
tree, with its tangled black and white branches, was not incidental or accidental. 53 The
inevitability of incestuous sex was built into the very foundations of the big house and the
wealth it reflected and supported. Similarly, the uncertainty about interracial incestuous
sex was also built into the workings of the institution: interracial paternalism was
amplified while interracial paternity was legally and socially obscured. 54
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When it came to interracial incestuous sex, uncertainty—or perhaps plausible
deniability—was built into slavery, as the Hammond case makes clear. Uncertainty may
have (ironically) been an organizing principle, but it was not a steadfast rule; there were
masters who knew full well that they were involved in incestuous sex. Virginian
plantation owner William Byrd II wrote of a West Indian planter who “boasted that he
has washt the black...white” though incest. Byrd describes how the man had a mulatto
daughter with one of his slaves, and then had sex with the daughter as well “believing no
man had so good a right to gather the Fruit as he who planted it.” 55
There were masters who knew that they were engaging in incestuous sex, even
bragging about it, and certainly there were slaves who knew. On Sunday, August 22,
1830, in New Kent County, Virginia, a man named John Francis was beaten to death and
then set on fire. Three of John Francis’s slaves, Peggy, Patrick and Franky, were charged
with the crime. Through the testimony in the case, the brutal realities of incestuous rape
emerge plainly in the public record. 56 A slave named Jesse testified that:
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The deceased to whom Peggy belonged, had had a disagreement with Peggy, and
generally kept her confined, by keeping her chained to a block, and locked up in
his meat house; that he believed the reason why the deceased had treated Peggy in
this way was because Peggy would not consent to intercourse with him, and that
he had heard the deceased say that if Peggy did not agree to his request in that
way, he would beat her almost to death, that he would barely leave the life in her,
and would send her to New Orleans. The witness said that Peggy said the reason
she would not yield to his request was because the deceased was her father, and
she could not do a thing of that sort with her father. 57
The violent sexual trauma of slavery and the incestuous abuse the institution fostered are
laid bare in this one bit of testimony. Not only did Jesse know that John Francis was
Peggy’s father and that he had repeatedly attempted to rape her, many other witnesses
(slave and free) testified that they knew of the attempted incestuous assault of an owner
in violation of his enslaved daughter. Abner Ellyson, a white man who lived nearby,
testified “it was currently reported in the neighborhood that the deceased was the father
of Peggy and that he wished to have illicit intercourse with her, to which she objected and
that that was the course of their disagreement.” 58 At least three other white men
concurred with Ellyson’s testimony; they all knew that Francis was Peggy’s father and
that he had “wished to cohabit with Peggy.” 59 An enslaved woman named Hannah
testified that Francis was known to be Peggy’s father, was known to have attempted to
rape her, and further that Peggy’s resistance was “the cause of the difference between
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them.” 60 Peggy’s case represents an unusually public, remarkably raw reckoning with
incest in the domestic spaces of slavery. 61

Thomas Jefferson and the “pure blood of the negro”
The relationship between Sally Hemings and Thomas Jefferson serves as an ideal
bridge in the discussion of the two modes of incestuous sex in the slave south, as their
involvement can be understood to encompass elements of both the biological axis and the
paternalism axis. Thomas Jefferson did not have sex with his daughter, as Peggy’s owner
John Francis tried to, or his sister, as Henry Hammond may have done. But the complex
commingling of property, family, blood and sex that characterized slavery produced
“weird family situations,” as Annette Gordon-Reed noted, which could include a
spectrum of disordered, obscured, and illegitimate familial and biological relationships.
Jefferson and Hemings shared one such “bizarre” biological, economic, and familial
connection; he was one of the “husbands having children with their wives and then their
wives’ enslaved half sisters.” 62 Sally Hemings, after all, was Jefferson’s wife’s half-
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sister. When Thomas Jefferson married Martha Wayles, he acquired substantial material
wealth, including 135 slaves that had belonged to Martha’s father, John Wayles. John
Wayles, a wealthy Virginia planter and lawyer, had fathered six children with his slave
Elizabeth Hemings. The children John Wayles and Elizabeth Hemmings produced were
all half siblings to Martha Wayles. Sally Hemings and Martha Wayles Jefferson were
half-sisters.
Jefferson was not Hemings’s biological half-brother, but his wife had been her
half-sister. Hemings was a biological relative of Jefferson’s legitimate daughters: they
were her nieces. In fact if Sally Hemings were free and white, Jefferson could not have
married her because under Virginia law, their union would have been incestuous and void
as she was his deceased wife’s sister. 63 Virginia banned such unions because they edged
too close to endogamy, too close to the edge of culture and civilization as Levi-Strauss
would come to understand it almost two centuries later. 64 Devoid of the legalized
framework of white kinship and marriage, Jefferson’s relationship with Hemings did not
violate any law and it was not exactly biological incest. But it spoke to the same
psychosexual urges that underwrote the legal prohibition of incest, and it did have a clear
biological element.
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The same blood coursed through Heming’s veins as through the veins of
Jefferson’s free daughters, Polly and Martha. The same blood had flushed the cheeks of
Jefferson’s wife as flushed Sally’s (we know she was pale enough to blush.) The same
taboo, which evidently prevented Jefferson from buying lingerie for Polly, should have
prevented him from buying lingerie for fifteen-year-old Sally when the two were in
Paris. 65 The same taboo, which should have stopped Jefferson from impregnating his
daughter Martha, should have stopped him from impregnating Sally Hemings. Just
because it was traversed, it does not mean that the incest taboo was not present, just
because Jefferson and Hemings were not blood relations, it does not mean that there were
not elements of biological incest in their relationship.

Jefferson and the Paternalistic Axis of Incest
Following Westermarck’s theoretical model, Jefferson’s relationship with Sally
Hemings activated the incest taboo on biological grounds as well as quasi-familial
grounds (i.e. it would extend to cover sex within the plantation family.) Not only was
there a biological element in Jefferson’s sexual relationship with Hemings, Jefferson was
a paternalistic master and demonstrate that he viewed Hemings as akin to one of his
children. Gordon-Reed writes, “Jefferson was. . . ahead of his time— on the leading edge
of adopting the sort of paternalism that would in the coming decades turn his white
grandchildren’s generation into full-throated apologists for the peculiar institution.” 66 As
one of the “founding fathers,” it seems fitting that Jefferson would have a paternal
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position not only in relation to his country, but also to the inhabitants of the little
sovereign nation that was his plantation. He wrote of his slaves, “we should endeavor,
with those whom fortune has thrown on our hands, to feed them and clothe them well,
protect them from an ill usage.” 67 Jefferson saw himself as a father figure to all of his
slaves, including Sally Hemings. The fact that he was engaged in a decades long sexual
relationship with Hemings should therefore be understood as incestuous.
In a letter to Edward Bancroft on January 26, 1789, Jefferson wrote that freeing
slaves was “like abandoning children.” 68 Jefferson wrote these words in Paris, a month or
two before he went on a shopping spree, spending over a thousand dollars (in today’s
terms) on clothing for the teenage Sally Hemings over a period of a few months. 69 Fawn
Brodie has interpreted this increase in spending on Hemings as an indication that
Jefferson began his sexual relationship with her during this period. 70 The “affair”
certainly began during Jefferson and Hemings’s time in Paris (1787-89), as she was
pregnant with her first child upon her return to Virginia. After Jefferson sent for Sally
Hemings to accompany his daughter and join him in Paris, he saw to it that she was
inoculated against smallpox by one of the preeminent physicians practicing on the
European continent, a doctor who had also treated French nobility. Jefferson had
Letter from Thomas Jefferson to Edward Coles, 25 August 1814, The Papers of Thomas Jefferson,
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expensive clothes made for her. As Gordon-Reed writes, “in Paris he was playing great
white father in face-face encounters with [Hemings.]” 71 Thomas Jefferson envisioned
himself as a “blessed patriarch” lording over a plantation family, and yet he was having
sex with a slave who he could not manumit because to do so would have been akin to
child abandonment. 72
Other slaveholders certainly produced more precise articulations of slaveholder
paternalism than Jefferson did, but there is little doubt that Jefferson viewed himself as
the father of a family black and white. Jefferson wrote to a fellow paternalist, Clement
Caine, in 1811, “The inculcation [in your book] on the master of the moral duties which
he owes to the slave, in return for the benefits of his service, that is to say, of food,
clothing, care in sickness, and maintenance under age and disability, so as to make him in
fact as comfortable and more secure that the laboring man in most parts of the world . . .
gives great merit to the work.” 73 Through her analysis of the writings of Jefferson and
Antoine Simon Le Page du Pratz (whose book on Louisiana Jefferson admired greatly),
Shannon Lee Dawdy concludes that paternalism emerged earlier than previously
thought—not in response to changes in the material realities of slavery (the closing of the
international slave trade, for instance)—but “as a way to manage power in a
fundamentally strained system.” 74 Jefferson’s treatment of his slaves, including but not
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limited to Hemings and her family, demonstrates that paternalism was his preferred mode
of slave management.
Jefferson and Le Page du Pratz’s writings lead Dawdy to see a connection
between the paternalism of slavery and incest, though it is different from the relationship
being posited here. Dawdy examines Le Page du Pratz’s 1758 work Histoire de la
Louisiane, which she describes as “a combination of colonial memoir, natural history,
ethnography, and how-to guide for future colonists and plantation managers.” 75 Le Page
du Pratz wrote that it was “proper” for the slave master to “caress” the slave. The french
word carasser, Dawdy explains, can be translated different ways, and while Le Page du
Pratz seems to use it in the sense of “flattery” and kindness in a paternalistic sense (give
slaves good food to eat, something to sleep on, etc.) Dawdy notes that Le Page du Pratz
and Jefferson were both involved in the other kind of “caressing” when it came to sexual
relationships with slaves. “Jefferson and Le Page du Pratz did not recommend this
[sexual] type of caressing to others, but its prevalence in the experience of slavery
suggests another reason for their efforts to create a public policy of ‘affective’ slave
management. Redirecting the caresses between slaveholders and slaves to the ‘proper’
ones of a father to a child created an ideology in which cross-racial liaisons became
equivalent to the abomination of incest, an arithmetic perhaps intended to prevent the
‘dangerous mixing’ that threatened to topple the racial basis of slavery.” 76 Perhaps

la Louisiane (Paris: De Bure, Veuve Delaguette et Lambert, 1758). An abridged English translation was
published several years later; The History of Louisiana, or of the Western Parts of Virginia and Carolina
(London: T. Becket, 1763, 1774).
75
Ibid, 140.
76
Ibid.
40

slaveholder paternalism was intended, as Dawdy proposes, to prevent sex across the color
line by summoning the specter of the incest taboo.
If that was the intention, however, it failed. More than simply failing to
accomplish the goal of turning masters against the idea of having sex with their slaves,
conceptualizing slavery as a family affair served instead to compound the sin of
interracial sex with the biblical abomination of incest. “Dangerous mixing” was not only
dangerous because it threatened to undermine the solidity of the color line and thus
destabilize the foundations of race-based bondage. Once the idea of slave-as-child took
hold, sexual relationships between owners and chattel could gratify masters’ innate drive
towards incestuous sex, an impulse that Freud would articulate a century later and ascribe
to every human psyche. Perhaps conjuring the incest taboo in relation to miscegenation
was not a failed strategy of deterrence at all but rather a perversely ingenious way of
secretly gratifying urges which were impermissible by society. Incest within the
“plantation family” could actually serve a dual purpose of gratifying incestuous fantasies,
while at the same time hiding them from view.

Hidden texts and Estimating Interracial Blood
By political, personal, social, and legal necessity, Jefferson could not engage in
honest discussions about his relationship to miscegenation; “Jefferson was careful never
to personalize his comments about ‘amalgamation.” 77 Other historians have noted that
“[his] family life and the opinions he expressed about it bore no relationship to his public,
political writings and actions. . . it is possible that Jefferson segmented his life, drawing a
77
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sharp line between the part that was private and the part that was public.” 78 Jefferson
filtered his discussions of race through practiced combinations of Enlightenment
gymnastics and disassociated racist science. Part of what Jefferson was retreating from
when he took refuge in the language of impersonal scientific treatises was his own
incestuous involvement with Sally Hemings. For Jefferson, and for countless other
slaveholders, the crime of miscegenation was bound up with the sin of incest.
Revealingly, just as Jefferson sought to distance himself from incest and interracial sex,
he was drawn ever closer.
In an 1815 letter to Francis C. Gray, Jefferson undertakes an extended algebraic
analysis of racial mixing which culminates in an animalic incest metaphor:
Let us express the pure blood of the white in the capital letters of the printed
alphabet, the pure blood of the negro in the small letters of the printed alphabet,
and any given mixture of either, by way of abridgment in MS. letters.
Let the first crossing be of a, a pure negro, with A, a pure white. The unit of blood
of the issue being composed of the half of that of each parent, will be a/2 + A/2.
Call it, for abbreviation, h (half blood)
...
Let the third crossing be of q and C, their offspring will be q/2 + C/2 = a/8 + A/8
+ B/4 + C/2, call this e (eighth), who having less than ¼ of a, or of pure negro
blood, to wit 1/8 only, is no longer a mulatto, so that a third cross clears the blood.
. .let q and e cohabit, the half of the blood of each will be q/2
+e/2=a/8+A/8+B/4+a/16+A/16+B/8+C/4+3a/16+3B/8+C/4 wherein 5/16 of a is
no longer a mulatto. . . It is understood in natural history that a fourth cross of one
race of animals and another gives an issue equivalent for all sensible purposes to
the original blood. Thus a Merino ram being crossed, first with a country ewe,
second with his daughter, third with his granddaughter, and fourth with his great
granddaughter, the last is deemed pure Merino. . . Our canon considers two
crosses with the pure white, and a third with any any degree of mixture, however
small, as clearing the issue of the negro blood. But observe, that this does not
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reestablish freedom, which depends on the condition of the mother, the principle
of the civil law, partus sequitur ventrem, being adopted here. 79
Jefferson uses a metaphor of animal incest to explain interracial mixture over three
generations of livestock, when he himself was involved in a parallel process with Sally
Hemings. In this passage, Jefferson uses the concept of incest to illuminate the conditions
of slavery. For Jefferson, these mathematical calculations and animal husbandry
figurations seem to betray a desire to quantify the effects of his sexual transgressions and
perhaps to justify them as well. Jefferson needed to translate his messy, unmentionable
behavior into an indisputably rational formula and to intellectualize incest and rape in
order to protect himself from the darker conflicts that lurked beneath the surface of his
algebraic formulas.
Before launching into his racial mathematics, Jefferson remarks to Gray that in
the matter of estimating interracial blood “the algebraical [sic] notation is the most
convenient and intelligible.” It is not known whether Gray agreed with this estimation,
but the convenience and intelligibility of an equation such as “h/2+e/2=
a/4+A/4+B/8+c/4=5a/16+5A/16+B/8+c/4, wherein 5/16a makes still a mulatto” can
hardly be taken for granted. Jefferson ultimately concludes that three crosses with the
pure white clears the “issue of negro blood.” As Jefferson is quick to note, whiteness did
not signify freedom, as in the antebellum south bondage was akin to a genetic trait carried
through the xx chromosome. As the father and owner of these enslaved mixed-race
children, however, Jefferson was able to circumvent the “principle of the civil law” and
arrange for their emancipation; these were children who, after all, Jefferson had proved to
Thomas Jefferson, Thomas Jefferson Memorial Association of the United States, The Writings of Thomas
Jefferson (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2008), 270.
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himself to be scientifically white.
In the Hemings family, Jefferson was himself intimately engaged in the third
crossing of white and African blood. Sally Hemings’s mother, Elizabeth Hemings—
herself described as a “bright mulatto”—had a white father (Captain Hemings, who gave
her his last name) and an enslaved African mother. 80 Elizabeth Hemings and her white
owner, John Wayles, had produced Sally. By 1815, the year when Jefferson composed
this letter, his involvement with Hemings had produced four living mixed-race children,
all of whom were the result of a third consecutive “crossing” of “pure” and mixed blood.
According to his own formula, Jefferson was overseeing the racial transformation, the
whitening, of the Hemings family in the form of his enslaved children, some of whom
actually did pass as white after their emancipation. As Annette Gordon-Reed writes,
“three of the four children Sally Hemings reared to adulthood lived successfully as white
people among other whites...her two eldest. . . married white people who may not have
known that they were of African origin or had ever been enslaved.”
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Jefferson had

successfully “cleared” his issue of negro blood. 82 While he would not have known it in
1815, his children were actually exceeding the racial transformation rate of the country
ewes crossed with their father, the Merino ram. His children, the results of the “third
crossing” had left behind any trace of the “country ewe,” the pure African blood of their
great-grandmother.
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Consciously or otherwise, Jefferson equated his own position with that of the
incestuous Merino ram. The Merino ram is the agent of racial purification in this
metaphor, the “pure white” male being crossed with the “country ewe,” or the enslaved
woman of African descent. Given his own active role in racial mixing and the
understanding of the process he communicated in his letter to Gray, Jefferson must have
seen himself (consciously or subconsciously) in some measure as the ram and Sally
Hemings the ewe. He would then have been likening himself to an animal engaged in
incestuous sex.
This was not the first time that Jefferson compared his own sexual desires to that
of an animal. One of the more famous passages in Notes on the State of Virginia
elaborates on his (publicly permissible) feelings on interracial sex:
Are not the fine mixtures of red and white, the expressions of every passion by
greater or less suffusions of colour in the one, preferable to that eternal monotony,
which reigns in the countenances, that immoveable veil of black which covers all
the emotions of the other race? Add to these, flowing hair, a more elegant
symmetry of form, their own judgment in favour of the whites, declared by their
preference of them, as uniformly as is the preference of the Oran-ootan for the
black women over those of his own species. The circumstance of superior beauty,
is thought worthy attention in the propagation of our horses, dogs, and other
domestic animals; why not in that of man? 83
Jefferson seems to be subconsciously comparing his own sexual desires with
those of the orangutan as the two share in a desire for black women. 84 As Winthrop
Jordan notes in his examination of this passage: “[Jefferson’s] libidinal desires,
unacceptable and inadmissible to his society and to his higher self, were effectively
transferred to others and thereby drained of their intolerable immediacy. Having allowed

Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, (Boston: J.W. Randolph, 1853), 149.
It is inaccurate to refer to Hemings as “black,” though in this context the presence of African blood can
be understood as marking her as a member of the “other race” for Jefferson.
45
83
84

these dynamic emotions perilously close to the surface in the form of the orang-outang,
he had immediately shifted to the safe neutral ground of horse-breeding.” 85
The same coping mechanism of projection and disassociation could have driven
Jefferson’s discussion of the Merino ram. The desires for incestuous sex and interracial
mixing (which were in effect the same desire in Jefferson’s case) were indeed
“unacceptable and inadmissible to his society and to his higher self” and thus Jefferson
transferred those behaviors to the Merino ram in his letter to Gray. Those desires, it
would seem, were not even fit for another man of his own species and had instead to be
driven from the human realm altogether and transposed and reimagined as the baser
instincts of animals.
As Jordan subsequently observes, Jefferson fails to “fully recognize the adversary
within,” and thus disassociates himself from his threatening subject matter by taking
refuge in the familiar shelter of science, though in this case Jefferson finds rhetorical
sanctuary in a pseudo-scientific discussion which extends to the “greater degree of
transpiration” and the “pulmonary apparatus” of the Negro. Jefferson is grasping for any
stabilizing force he can cling to in order to defuse the potentially hazardous proximity of
his animalistic self to his dignified public persona. Gordon-Reed points out “Jefferson
could never and would never write to anyone about Hemings in a way that revealed their
connection. Already a man of note, he knew what his white countrymen would make of
this. When it came to the care and deployment of his image, which if managed properly
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would leave him with the positive legacy of “great man,” Jefferson was supremely
disciplined and controlled.” 86
He may have been supremely disciplined and controlled, but by 1800, rumors of
Thomas Jefferson’s involvement with Sally Hemings had moved beyond whispered
chatter in the parlors of Albemarle County and erupted into newspaper headlines. 87 Even
for a preeminent planner like Jefferson, best-laid plans ultimately proved ineffective. On
September 20th of that same presidential election year, the federalist newspaper the
Connecticut Courant editorialized that if Jefferson were elected, “murder, robbery, rape,
adultery and incest will be openly taught and practiced.” 88 (emphasis added) This could
be understood as mere political mudslinging during a contentious election year. But could
there have been something more to this seemingly random string of accusations? While
the Courant columnist may not have known of Jefferson’s biological connection to Sally
Hemings, there was more than one incestuous dimension to the Jefferson/Hemings
relationship. Perhaps the columnist did not know (consciously, at least) just how apt his
insult was, and maybe it was a coincidence. Yet perhaps the writer at some level sensed
the connection between all acts of slaveholder/slave sex and all acts of incestuous sex.
What caused the Connecticut Courant columnist to connect Jefferson with incest?
Perhaps it was nothing more than the desire to slight a political foe. What caused
Ibid, 275.
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Jefferson to invoke an incestuous animal in his rationalized (rationalizing) musings on
racial mixing? That is harder to discard as mere coincidence. He was a paternalistic
slaveholder who initiated a sexual relationship with his adolescent charge who he could
not manumit because to do so would have been an act of child abandonment; a young
woman who (if she had been white and free) he could not have married because to do so
would have violated the law against incest.

Nanny Pagee, John Hook, Nanny Hancock
Thomas Jefferson’s life story was not typical. His relationship with Hemings
could not be typical either. Yet in many ways—the power dynamic of a paternalistic
slave owner and a mixed-race woman who was legally his property, the lurking shadow
that biological blood was being mixed—the relationship between Hemings and Jefferson
was representative of something systemic. The Hemings-Jefferson story is unique
because of who Jefferson was, but it reveals a basic tenet of slavery and illuminates the
types of relationships and “weird family situations” bred by the institution. The case of
Peggy and John Francis was not typical either. Enslaved women were rarely convicted of
murdering their owners, and hers is very possibly the only case in which white witnesses
held up incest as an explanation for the murder of a slave owner. There is nothing as
distinctive about the case of Nanny Pagee, a woman who lived in Franklin Country,
Virginia and who sued her owner, John Hook, for her freedom in 1803. Freedom suits
were not brought every day, but they were not unheard of either. 89
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Nanny Pagee was born in 1771 or 1772, a year or two before Sally Hemings, to an
enslaved mixed-race mother and a white father who was also her owner. This pattern of
father/owner overlap repeated itself in successive generations of Pagee’s family. In 1803,
Pagee successfully sued for her freedom and the freedom of her five children, Cecilia,
Billy, Daniel, Rachel and Alexander, all of whom may have had fathers who had also
been their owners. 90 When mapped out and pieced together, Pagee’s story illuminates
the imbrication of kinship, sex and property that constituted the systemic incest of
slavery. It is clear from her case that the process of “clearing negro blood” that Jefferson
wrote about was happening all over Virginia, and all over the South.
The witnesses in her trial testified to the frequency of fathers owning their
children, and declared in plain language that they saw slaves as members of white
owners’ families. None of the men who owned Pagee penned paternalistic proslavery
creeds; their behavior speaks to the type of slaveholder paternalism that extended well
beyond public pronouncements engineered to counteract abolitionist attacks. The men
who fought over Pagee positioned themselves like feuding parents in a custody battle
over her and her children (who may have actually been their children as well.) Finally,
though there is no proof of biological incest in this story, the shadow and possibility of
biological incest is keenly evident—it always hovered around the edges of interracial sex
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in the plantation household. The inability of either side in the case to affirmatively prove
whom Pagee’s parents were only underscores that the legal and social obscuring of
enslaved paternity was a reality. Slavery, by design, discouraged any legible biological
kinship networks of the enslaved, and incest was always a possible result of that fact even
if it was not always realized.
In the winter of 1783, when Pagee was eleven or twelve years old, she was
brought from North Carolina to Franklin County, Virginia by her owner Tom Jones. In
1787, to satisfy a debt to John Hook, a wealthy Scottish-born merchant and powerful
figure in the county, Jones was forced to sell Pagee, then about fifteen years old, along
with her infant son, Davie, who was then only a few weeks old. 91 Pagee and her son, or
“the mulatto wench and one child” as they are referred to in the court records, were sold
alongside an apple mill, a parcel of flax, “some old casks” and a “keg of vinegar.” 92
Hook bought Pagee and her son at auction, and in 1803 Pagee sued Hook for trespass,
assault and battery, and false imprisonment, alleging that she was a white indentured
servant who had been illegally kept in slavery. 93
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Whiten, described as a “bright mulatto,” sued for her and her son’s freedom in 1829 in St. Louis. Whiten’s
owner fathered her son. Whiten v. Garland, No. 14 (St. Louis Cir. Ct. Nov. 1829) (Case Circuit Court Case
Files, Office of the Circuit Clerk, City of St. Louis, Missouri) (hereafter SLCCR). See also Morrison v.
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Pagee convinced a jury of her version of the story, who “by inspection” found her
to be a white woman and declared her and her children to be free. 94 After multiple
appeals and a change of venue, the Virginia Supreme Court of Appeals affirmed her
victory in 1811. My analysis of the testimony and tax records, however, concludes that
Pagee was in fact born into slavery in North Carolina. 95 Her complexion “so near a clear
skinned white woman[’s]” and her “sandy hair,” to which many witnesses testified, can
be understood not as evidence that she was born a white indentured servant, but rather as
a visual testament to successive generations of slaveholder/slave incestuous rape. 96
Pagee’s legal case hinged on whether or not she was born into slavery.
Purportedly addressing this question, dozens of witnesses unwittingly testified to the
trappings of the systemic incest of slavery. Witnesses testified that white masters had
fathered children in Pagee’s family over successive generations, and that Pagee’s own
father had been her first master. The revelation of this testimony is not the fact that a
The literature on the historical, social and legal construction of race is vast. See especially Barbara J.
Fields, “Ideology and Race in American History,” in J. Morgan Kousser and James McPherson, eds.,
Region, Race, and Reconstruction: Essays in Honor of C. Vann Woodward (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1982), 143-77, Ian Haney Lopez, White by Law: The Legal Construction of Race (New York: NYU
Press, 2006).
95
One of the main reasons for this conclusion is the tax records, which indicate that Jones paid taxes on six
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confirms this: “this affiant finds said Thomas Jones taxed with six slaves at the rate of ten shillings each…
that if the above named Nan a bright mulatto had not been counted as one of the six his number of taxable
slaves then could not have amounted to more than five.” Testimony of George Asbury, Franklin County
(Va.) Judgments (Freedom Suits), Nanny Pagee v. John Hook, 1808. Local government records collection,
Franklin County Court Records. The Library of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia 23219. [Hereafter cited as
FCCR, LVA] In some court documents the spelling “Pegee” is used instead of “Pagee.” “Pagee,” the
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Testimony of Daniel French, Jr. and Rhoda Blankenship, September 18, 1807, FCCR, LVA. Many
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1968) (especially chapter 14) also Heidi Ardizzone and Earl Lewis, Love on Trial: An American Scandal in
Black and White (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2001).
51
94

slaveholder fathered a child with his slave (we know that this was a frequent occurrence),
but rather the way in which the witnesses articulated this fact. As Martha Meador
testified, “Nan remembered when she was a small girl in a manner a child, that her father
or master pickt her up in the presence of her mother and then declared to the mother that
he should sell her when the mother cried and wept bitterly” (emphasis added). 97 We
know that masters sold their own children, but the casual phrase “father or master” is
revealing. Perhaps the deponent did not consider the fact that Pagee’s father also owned
her to be that uncommon or particularly remarkable. Maybe it was a slip; the categories
“master” and “father” so often overlapped, having been sufficiently blurred by the slave
system itself, the witness had meant to say master but said father instead.
Another witness, Elizabeth Hammer, testified that Pagee’s “father and grandfather
were white.” 98 Though she did not specify, it would seem Hammer was referring to
Pagee’s maternal grandfather. Pagee’s mother would then likely have been the progeny
of a white slave owner and an enslaved woman herself. Sally Hemings also had a white
father (John Wayles) and a white maternal grandfather (Captain Hemings.) As we know,
Thomas Jefferson was the father of Hemings’s first child. Several witnesses in Pagee’s
case informed the court that Pagee’s first child, Davie, was “generally believed to be by
her master,” Tom Jones. 99 Rhoda Blankenship remembered that after Pagee was
auctioned off to John Hook, “Jones shed tears and said it should never be that they,
meaning Nanny and her child whom he acknowledged himself to be the father of, should

Testimony of Martha Meador, Nanny Pagee v. John Hook, 1808. FCCR, LVA.
Testimony of Elizabeth Hammer, Nanny Pagee v. John Hook, FCCR, LVA.
99
Testimony of Creesey Wood, Nanny Pagee v. John Hook, FCCR, LVA.
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serve as slaves.” 100 This testimony indicates that over at least three consecutive
generations of Pagee’s family, slaveholders were having sex with their slaves and
fathering enslaved children.
The depositions given by witnesses in Pagee’s freedom suit reveal the familial
rhetoric that white Virginians used to describe the social and commodity relations of the
plantation household. One witness testified that he “was well acquainted with Thomas
Jones and his black family when they lived in Franklin County. . . that [Pagee] was called
Joneses Nan and in every shape treated and considered in Joneses Family and
neighborhood as a slave.” 101 Joshua Meador, another witness in the case, put it quite
plainly when he said “Nan lived indiscriminately in said Thomas Jones’es family as a
slave.” 102 Meador could have said “Nan lived on Jones’s property as a slave,” or “Nan
lived indiscriminately on Jones’s plantation, or land, or farm as a slave.” Instead he said
that she lived in “Jones’s family as a slave.” In Cannibals All! George Fitzhugh wrote,
“within the family circle, the law of love prevails, not that of selfishness. . . Besides wife
and children. . . slaves, also, belong to the family circle." 103 It was not just ardent
proslavery ideologues like Fitzhugh who publicly spoke of slavery as a familial

Testimony of Rhoda Blankenship, Nanny Pagee v. John Hook, FCCR, LVA. This testimony is
noteworthy because of Tom Jones’s paternalistic behavior and emotional display, but also because Jones’s
notion that his enslaved child should not serve as a slave is an echo and inversion of Hammond’s
conviction that his enslaved children should serve as slaves in his own family.
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constellation. Everyday Virginians like Joshua Meador did too. 104
Though Tom Jones was ultimately forced to auction off his property (human and
otherwise) to settle his debts, he had tried to prevent Pagee and her (i.e. his own) son
from being auctioned off in 1787 by staging a mock manumission wherein he burned
papers which he claimed to be Pagee’s indentures. 105 This incident reveals the
paternalistic character of a slaveholder who also raped his slave and fathered her child.
According to many witnesses, in 1787 Jones gave Pagee her “indentures” in front of two
local men, Jeremiah Pickett and Elisha Bowles (neither of whom could read or write, as it
happened). Jones then instructed Pagee to throw her indenture papers into the fire and
declared her and her son (also his son) to be forever free. According to James Grear, who
testified in the case, Jones had actually staged a nearly identical performance, “freeing”
Pagee and her newborn son on a previous occasion. That time, the emancipation took
place in the moments following Davie’s birth, in front of a Mrs. Simmons, the
midwife. 106
Most witnesses were incredulous at Jones’s liberation by combustion. They took
it not as proof that Pagee was freeborn but rather understood it as a tactic to undermine

This testimony stands in direct contrast to arguments from historians such as James Oakes, who has
written that there is “little evidence that masters regularly spoke of slaves as members of their own
families. A few did, usually in polemics, hardly ever in private.” James Oakes “Review: ‘I Own My Slaves,
But They Also Own Me’: Property and Paternalism in the Slave South” Reviews in American History 38.4
(December 2010), 590. Though Meador was not Pegee’s owner, the fact that he and other witnesses used
familial language to speak about slaves indicates that the “my family black and white” framework was
more than a public polemic.
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Fathers of Conscience makes clear, if it had, it would have had a much greater chance of success. Bernie
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the Antebellum South (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2009).
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Nanny and Davie Pagee’s sale, a “parade” or “jockey business” orchestrated by Jones. 107
Creesey Wood “never considered the circumstance any other than a jockey business of
Mr. Joneses, that this parade was soon after Nan had a child and generally believed to be
by her master and shortly before he ran away from the County… this deponent's opinion
as well as the current opinion of the neighbourhood was that as he had not a sufficiency
of horses to carry off the rest of his negroes and other movable property, his object was to
establish the opinion that Nan and her child was really free, that by succeeding herein,
said Nan and child would remain undisturbed by his creditors till he could at his
convenient time and leisure carry them privately off.” 108 Similarly, John Early “heard
said Jones say that John Hook would be defeated in ever getting his mulatto girl Nan; that
the indentures given by him to Nan was merely a stratagem for so to defeat the said John
who had got a bill of sale for the said Nan with all or other of his negroes.”
It is impossible to say with certainty whether Jones’ motivation for “freeing” his
slave and their newborn son was primarily financial, whether it was inflected with a
paternalistic patina, or whether it was a combination of both. Pagee would have been
worth more money than Jones’s other slaves, as she was a light-skinned young woman.
Perhaps the possibility of recouping her value at some point was enough motivation for a
bankrupt man like Jones to concoct this bizarre “indentures parade.” Edward Baptist has
documented that “some observers claimed to have knowledge of special auctions at
which young, attractive, usually light-skinned women were sold at rates four to five times
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the price of equivalent female field laborers.” 109 Of course the powerful reality of
economic incentives could have influenced not only the “indentures parade,” but the
decision to rape and impregnate Pagee in the first place. This sinister calculation was not
lost on the abolitionist Theodore Dwight Weld who observed, “the pecuniary inducement
to general pollution must be very strong, since the larger the slave increase, the greater
the master’s gains, and especially since the mixed blood demands a considerable higher
price than the pure black.” 110
Historians, abolitionists, masters and mistresses recognized the “pecuniary
inducement” that spurred the growth in the mixed-race slave population. From within the
belly of the beast, the plantation mistress Gertrude Thomas wrote in her diary on January
2, 1859: “I know that this is a view of the subject that it is thought best for women to
ignore but when we see so many cases of mulattoes commanding higher prices,
advertised as ‘Fancy girls,’ oh is it not enough to make us shudder for the standard of
morality in our Southern homes?” 111 So the financial motivation was real, and it was an
“inducement” to slaveholder rape, as Weld put it. There were market forces at work in
the minds and in the beds of slaveholders. The high price that a light skinned female
slave could command may have been enough motivation for Tom Jones to orchestrate the
mock manumission of Nanny Pagee.
Financial incentives were keenly felt by masters, but powerful as they were, they
were not always the bottom line, so to speak. Paternalistic fantasies could penetrate into
Edward Baptist, “‘Cuffy,’ ‘Fancy Maids,’ and ‘One-Eyed Men’: Rape: Commodification, and the
Domestic Slave in the United States,” The American Historical Review 106, no. 5 (2001): 1642.
110
Theodore Dwight Weld, American Slavery as It Is: Testimony of A Thousand Witnesses (New York:
American Anti-Slavery Society, 1839)
111
Burr, ed., The Secret Eye, Sunday, January 2, 1859, p. 168.
56
109

the marketplace, overlapping at precisely the same points where sex intruded.
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It is

possible that Jones’s self-conception cast his actions as benevolent; by attempting to free
his slave and his enslaved son, instead of allowing them to fall into the hands of another
owner, he was acting the part of the paternalistic protector. To suggest that Jones
exhibited paternalistic, quasi-protective behavior towards Nanny and Davie Pagee is not
to absolve him (far from it), only to posit a possible motivation and rationalization, one
that actually implicates the evils of the institution of slavery in new ways. This analysis
would picture Jones as a master who fashioned himself not only as a progenitor of his
property, but as a parent and partner, albeit an abusive one: someone who purportedly
attended to the wellbeing and best interests of his slave, while at the same time sexual
assaulting his adolescent charge.
As the court records demonstrate, Pagee’s family history, which was ruptured
repeatedly by sale and rape at the hands of her owners, was also punctuated by
paternalistic attempts to “protect” Pagee and her children. The whole business was
swathed in the rhetoric of kinship and family by the witnesses who testified. Tom Jones
himself exemplified the incestuous qualities of the institution through his combination of
sexual assault and paternalistic behavior (forcibly impregnating his teenage slave, crying
at the prospect of losing her and his son, then staging a last ditch effort to keep them for
himself.) There is another aspect of the case that speaks to the incestuous bedrock of
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southern slavery, and that sheds particular light on how the systemic incest of slavery
shaped Reconstruction and its aftermath. 113 Nominally a suit for the plaintiff’s freedom,
Pagee’s case can be understood as a decades long custody battle financed by two white
men, each of whom had reason to believe he had fathered at least one of Pagee’s children.
The fight to control black and mixed-race female bodies that was waged again and again
during Reconstruction can be seen as an attempt to reassert dominance more generally,
but can also be seen as a reflection of perverted paternal anxiety and thwarted paternal
authority.
The two men engaged in this custody battle were John Hook, the man whom
Pagee sued, and George Hancock, who funded the lawsuit and held Pagee in his home
during the trial. 114 Hook was one of the wealthiest men in Franklin County and owned
40,000 acres of land and 110 slaves at the time of his death in 1808. 115 Hancock had
been a Revolutionary War Colonel who later served as deputy state’s attorney and was
twice elected to represent Virginia in the United States Congress. The evidence that
Thomas Jones fathered Pagee’s oldest child is convincing, while the evidence that John
Hook or George Hancock also fathered one or more of Pagee’s children, or believed that
they might have, is more circumstantial. What is undeniable, however, is that Hook and

The influence of incest on the post-emancipation landscape is the focus of chapter 5 of this dissertation.
Pagee demonstrates a remarkable and surprising degree of mobility in and around the county. It is not
clear how she came to know Hancock, though she was hired out to Zachariah Stanley (Hook’s codefendant
in the suit) at the time she filed. For an analysis of the rebellious potential of female slaves’ bodies in space,
etc., see Stephanie M.H. Camp’s Closer to Freedom: Enslaved Women and Everyday Resistance in the
Plantation South (Chapel Hill, N.C.: University of North Carolina Press, 2004). On slave hiring see
Jonathan D. Martin, Divided Mastery: Slave Hiring in the American South (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2004).
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Hancock were extraordinarily involved and invested, both financially and emotionally, in
the outcome of Pagee’s case.
Hook penned many angry and impassioned letters about the Pagee case to his
lawyers. A doggedly litigious man, he had occasion to correspond frequently with his
counsel, but one wonders why Hook was so preoccupied by this case in particular, why
he was quite so determined to keep this one enslaved woman and her children in his
possession. The impetus was not purely financial; Hook ran a successful country store, a
profitable mercantile business, and three large plantations with over one hundred slaves
who worked his land and attended to his household. 116 The potential loss of human
property that Pagee and her children represented, along with the two hundred pounds in
damages she sued him for, would hardly have amounted to a crippling financial injury for
John Hook. And yet, Hook wrote pages and pages about this one case, reexamining bits
of witness testimony, fuming about the “glaring absurdity” of it all, and considering the
various steps his counsel might employ to counter Hancock’s legal strategies. 117 In one
letter, Hook vowed, “if I loose this cause I shall never again build firmly on the goodness
of my cause before any human tribunal.” 118 These were not clinical lawyer/client
correspondences or impersonal procedural or administrative memos.
“In 1786, more than 76 percent of Franklin County residents did not pay taxes on any slaves; of the
remaining 24 percent, three-quarters of them were taxed for five slaves or fewer. By 1800 more than 82
percent of residents paid no taxes on slaves. Only about 18 percent were so taxed and of those about 88 %
paid taxes on five or fewer slaves.” John S. and Emily J. Salmon, Franklin County Virginia, 1786-1989: A
Bicentennial History (Franklin County: Franklin County Bicentennial Commission, 1993), 235. These
figures would put not only John Hook, but also Tom Jones, who paid taxes on six slaves, in an elite group
in the county. By comparison, however, Tom Jones owned six slaves and was in dire financial straits for
much of his life. Even still, it seems that his actions, when it came to Nanny Pagee, were not motivated by
finances (certainly not by finances alone.)
117
September 21st, 1805 Letter from John Hook. See also April 9th, 1804 letter from John Hook, Hook
Papers, Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections, Perkins Library, Duke University.
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Hook’s intense anger at George Hancock for his meddling in the case and his
almost crazed determination to retain ownership of Pagee and her children suggest that
Hook may have thought he was the father of one or more of her children. Two of Pagee’s
sons worked in Hook’s general store at Hale’s Ford. One of the boys is listed in Hook’s
slave inventory as a “bright mulatto” and later as “white” and a “tollerable scholar.” Ann
Smart Martin describes a ledger at Hook’s store that listed slaves’ accounts and recorded
their purchases. The ledger contained several blank pages on which handwriting was
practiced, and according to Martin, one of Pagee’s sons, the “tollerable scholar,” may
well have kept the slave account books himself. 119 Just because a slave’s classification
changed over time from a “bright mulatto” to a “white,” “tollerable scholar,” just because
he was taught to read and write and given a job in the family business, does not mean
Hook necessarily considered himself to be the boy’s father. But it brings to mind James
Henry Hammond’s letter to his legitimate son Harry in which he confessed his inability
to determine who among his slaves were his children, writing nevertheless that Harry
should continue to own any potential enslaved relatives because “slavery in the family
will be their happiest earthly condition.” 120 Like Hammond, Hook may not have known
for certain whether or not any of Pagee’s children were his. But his perseverance as a
litigant suggests he suspected it, and thus felt compelled to do anything in his power to
continue the tradition of “slavery in the family,” or in this case, slavery in the family
business.

Martin, Buying into the World of Goods, 183. Curiously, Martin’s reading of the estate inventory of
slaves compiled after Hook’s death in 1809 indicated that while Nanny Pagee did not appear on the
inventory, her five children did, even though all six of the were awarded their freedom in 1804.
120
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Simmering just below the surface of Hook’s letters to his lawyers about the case
and Hancock’s involvement therein was Hook’s recognition that Hancock was involved
in a sexual relationship with Pagee and was usurping his position as the white man with
access to this enslaved woman’s body. Interestingly, John Hook compiled a list on
January 4th, 1806 (in the midst of the litigation with Pagee and Hancock), which
recorded slaves he had hired out, and slaves he planned to hire out. At the bottom of the
list of the slaves “yet to hire out,” Hook wrote “Nanny Hancock.” 121 It is one hastily
written line in a merchant planter’s notebook, but the possibilities are intriguing.
Was Hook’s decision to write “Nanny Hancock” some private passive aggression
directed silently to his adversaries? Was it a genuine identification of a woman, using the
last name of the white man who currently exercised control over her? Just as a slave’s
last name might approximate respectability or individual rights, it could also signify the
ultimate in ownership and usurpation: a denial of the black family and enslaved people’s
kinship, an imposition of white male power and patriarchal dominance. 122 Usually a
slaveholder inserted his own family name when he appropriated a slave’s surname. In this
case, however, Hook engaged in a sort of inverted usurpation. In the course of extracting
even more wealth from Pagee (by hiring her out) Hook erased her own last name and
then christened her a Hancock, not a Hook. He did so, it would seem, in a twisted, bitter,
tacit acknowledgement that the man who was having sex with her (Hancock) deserved to

January 4th, 1806 slave hiring inventory, Hook Papers, Duke.
On naming and the importance of slave names, see Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and
Double-Consciousness (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002), 58. Hammond named the slaves
born on his plantation, Gordon-Reed argues that Jefferson chose the names of Hemings’s children.
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be her family, her father. Families in the slave south, as Annette Gordon-Reed observes,
did create weird situations for themselves.

Figure 2. January 4, 1806 slave hiring inventory, John Hook Papers, David M.
Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Duke University.
Hook thought Hancock was paying Pagee’s legal fees, a suspicion that was
confirmed in a note written by one of the lawyers handling Hook’s estate after his death
in 1808. 123 Hook knew that Pagee was staying at Hancock’s house during the trial and he

“Col. George Hancock of Botetourt has written for an Execution for the cost of the suit Pegee agt
Hook’s Executors, on an affirmance in the court of appeals- as to the clerk’s costs in the case, it certainly
must belong to me when [sic] would agree that it should be hereafter settled with me it shall not be first into
62
123

wrote to his lawyers on April 9th, 1804, saying that he was convinced “this cause [is]
Hancock’s and not Nanny Pagee[’s].” 124 Hook fumed abut Hancock’s meddling in the
case, likening his perversion of justice to a “[relapse] into barbarism.” 125 In May of 1806,
Hook accused Hancock of a breach of the peace “by assault and battery committed on the
body of the said John Hook,” but the court dismissed the case and ordered Hook to pay
Hancock’s fees of three dollars and thirty-six cents. 126
Hook took some time “whilst [his] horse [was] eating” to write his counsel to
inform him (if it were not already clear) that he was “determined to sue Hancock in every
instance where he is vulnerable.” 127 In another letter, Hook recalled how Hancock had
tried to intimidate him, called him a “kidnapper”, and asserted that Pagee and her
children were freeborn and that “right or wrong they should be free.” 128 The feeling of
animosity was mutual, Hancock later sued Hook for slander over Hook’s comments on
the case, alleging that Hook said, “G. Hancock has robbed me of my slave, and I will
send him to the Penitentiary for it.” Hook pled not guilty “because the plaintiff...did take
a female slave named Nan, the property of the defendant, out of his possession, in such a
manner, and with such intention, as would subject him to the punishment mentioned by

the Execution, you will therefore please to inform me by B. Boggin if it should be left out of the
Execution, I may depend on its being settled with me hereafter...My object is to prevent the money from
going into hands from whom it might be difficult to obtain it.” Letter written by C. Tate, Rocky Mount,
December 4th, 1811, Hook Papers, Duke.
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the defendant.” 129 The jury nevertheless found Hook guilty and awarded Hancock one
thousand dollars in damages, a verdict ultimately reversed on appeal.
It is not clear if Hancock truly believed that Hook was illegally enslaving a
freeborn white woman and her children, or whether Hancock was merely jockeying to
have possession of Pagee for himself through creative legal means. 130 It is clear,
however, that Hancock was determined to sever Hook’s ties of ownership, if not through
the freedom suit that he was currently bankrolling, then by another lawsuit he told Hook
he would finance in the future, saying that he had “two strings in his bow.” 131 Even if
Hancock did believe Pagee to be freeborn, he was aware that she had been living as a
slave for at least seventeen years in Franklin County. It appears that Hancock was
involved in a relationship with Pagee before the trial, and considering his dogged
determination to end John Hook’s ties of ownership, Hancock could have thought that he
had fathered one or more of Pagee’s children. 132 Duncan MacLeod concludes that not
only had Hancock “championed” Pagee in her lawsuit but that he “appeared to be
keeping Pegee [sic] as a mistress.” 133 The paternalistic posture Hancock assumed,
Hook’s Adm’r v. Hancock, 19 Va. (5 Munf.) 546, 547 (1817).
It seems incongruous that Hancock chose to finance Pagee’s litigation as opposed to simply trying to
purchase her from Hook. There is no indication, however, that Hancock was softening his proslavery
stance. George Hancock was not only a slaveholder, but one who, according to a WPA guidebook to
Virginia published in 1940, was interred in a marble vault on a mountain side of his estate as he was
“accustomed, from this vantage point, to watch his slaves labor in the valley below, [he] continued the
supervision even after his death, according to the Negroes, who insisted that ‘de Gennul, he still set up dah
in a stone chair so’s he can see his slaves at deh work.” Compiled by the workers of the Writer’s Program
of the Works Progress Administration in the State of Virginia, Virginia: A Guide to the Old Dominion,
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1956), 433.
131
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coupled with the likelihood of a sexual relationship between the two and the fact that
Pagee was socially and legally coded as enslaved at the time of their involvement, means
that Hancock’s behavior bespeaks the systemic incest of slavery just as Tom Jones’s or
John Hook’s actions did.
Just as Hammond was unsure of who among his slaves were his children, John
Hook and George Hancock probably did not know which of Pagee’s children they may
have fathered. The law of maternal descent intentionally obscured (and legally erased)
the paternity of enslaved people. As Kathleen Brown has argued in her analysis of the
1662 Virginia statute which declared that slavery was inherited from the mother and not
the father, “the act vitiated the legal foundations of slave paternity” thereby inoculating
white men from paternity suits while ensuring their continued access to the bodies of
enslaved women. 134 The unintelligibility of slave paternity established in the seventeenth
century was amplified by the interstate slave trade and the routine transfer of chattel
property, rendering incest inevitable. Nineteenth century writers, as well as contemporary
literary theorists, have recognized the connection between the slave trade and incest.
“Antislavery writers,” as Brian Connolly observes, “lament[ed] the incestuous effect of
the domestic slave trade, which fractured enslaved families by selling slaves all over the
South. This fracturing, according to abolitionists, created the conditions for incest in
slavery as genealogies became impossible to trace.” 135

financial support when he made this proposition. It could be argued, however, that no further evidence
would be required; the hypothesis of a sexual relationship between Hancock and Pagee seems reasonable
given the nature of his involvement in her case. In fact it is difficult to imagine another scenario which
could explain Hancock’s actions.
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People working on both sides of Pagee’s case spent considerable time and money
to find out who her parents were, but this proved impossible to do. Hancock sent an
emissary to North Carolina to “inquir[e]” into the “nativity of Nany,” a mission which
proved to be unsuccessful. 136 William Pidgeon, a Quaker who believed that Pagee and
her children should be free, admitted under questioning from Hook “that her birth if
really freeborn was so obscured that the smallest ground of encouragement to go on in
the inquiry was lost.” 137 John Hook, in a letter to his lawyers, proposed “procuring
testimony in North Carolina to ascertain the mother of Nan” and to obtain corresponding
bills of sale from Pagee’s previous owners in Georgia, but they failed to do so. 138 Hook
wrote that another man, John Radduck, had also tried to determine the circumstances of
Pagee’s birth and parentage but had returned “discouraged.” 139
As the fruitless quests in search of the “nativity of Nany” reveal, the repeated sale
and forced migration of enslaved people served to conceal the traces of white paternity.
As a commercial institution, slavery invited—even incentivized—incest on two levels.
First, the geographical displacement of bodies and the separation of families that were
essential to slavery’s expansion and financial success meant that it was difficult to
decipher who was related to whom, and therefore difficult if not impossible to avoid
incestuous entanglements. Second, the practice of slavebreeding and whitewashing which
was driven by the market’s “obsession” with light skinned “fancy maids” led to multi-
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generational sexual assault by masters. 140 Nanny Pagee, with her light skin and white
father and two white grandfathers, was one example of how the incestuous dynamics of
slavery led to mixed-race enslaved people.
More often than not, open public recognition of interracial incestuous sex was
prevented by the legal and social mechanisms designed to disempower and silence
enslaved people; an enslaved woman could not accuse her master of rape or bring him to
court under the bastardy laws in her state. 141 Enslaved rape victims “rarely were in
positions to seek redress or even to tell who had raped them without the severest of
consequences.” 142 Light skin like Nanny Pegee’s not only served as evidence of
interracial sex and incest, it could enable women like Pagee to gain their freedom through
the courts. 143 Passing for white or suing for freedom provided one avenue for a public
airing of slavery’s perverted domestic dynamics, it also created particular problems for
plantation mistresses who had to come to terms with the white-looking slaves who
labored in their houses.
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If Tom Jones’s wife kept a diary, it has been lost to history along with her name.
The mistresses of John Hook’s and George Hancock’s plantations undoubtedly had some
reaction or response to the “nearly white” slave children living in their midst, some of
whom may have resembled their own children and husbands. There are no surviving
documents indicating what these women thought of the mixed-race slaves in their
dressing rooms, their kitchens, and their bedrooms. There are no letters attesting to
Martha Wayles Jefferson’s attitudes about Sally Hemings. There are no written records
documenting Martha and Maria Jefferson’s feelings towards the enslaved woman who
was their aunt, or any letters that prove definitively that they knew she was their aunt in
the first place. But as Annette Gordon-Reed notes, their contemporaries “absolutely
assumed that these women knew.” 144
Cases like Pagee’s and Peggy’s gave rise to public airings of the twisted familial
dynamics and exploitative sexual crimes of slavery. Written records of slavery’s
incestuous nature did not always emerge out of literal conflagrations nor were they
always aired in open court. As we have seen, they could come in quieter forms and be
recorded in the neat penmanship of a former President calmly pondering (at some level)
the ways in which his sexual desires were like those of an incestuous animal. Private
reckonings with slavery’s incestuous dynamics may have never been spoken aloud or
even written down in transparent language, but, as in Gertrude Thomas’s case, these
reckonings could be as catastrophic as a house fire.
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Gertrude Thomas and the “white children of slavery”
Ella Gertrude Clanton Thomas kept her diary for 41 years, from 1848-1889. The
daughter of one of the wealthiest planters in Georgia, Gertrude Clanton began writing in
her journal when she was fourteen years old; a project she initially undertook as an
“emblem of her standing as an educated person,” not as a vital act of confession. 145 What
began as a chronicle of sleeping in, picking berries, taking naps, and wearing silks turned
into an account of the destruction of the planter class, of the slave south, and of a way of
life, her way of life. The emotional and financial ruin that the Civil War bore down on
her and her family brought “dark days” for Thomas; emancipation rocked her. 146
Thomas wrote of the Yankee’s advance, of the destruction of her property,
described how one of her slaves, one of “our negroes” she called them, had lead Union
soldiers directly to her plantation. She wrote of Confederate defeat, of Yankee occupation
and recalled how she had to do housework for the first time, pay black women wages for
the first time, and count pennies for the first time. In addition to recording the massive
collective traumas of political and military defeat, Thomas’s diary also reveals what Nell
Painter termed slavery’s “most intimate wounds.” 147 In her diary, Thomas seems to
grapple with the incestuous realities of the plantation world, all the while wrestling with
how much she could bear to write down.
Thomas was deeply conflicted about what she could and could not share in the
pages of her journal. She must have long suspected that the light-skinned slaves who
Painter, Southern History Across the Color Line, 56.
On Thomas’s inability to navigate post-war labor relations with freedwomen, see Glymph, Out of the
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walked the hallways of Belmont, her well-appointed plantation home, were related to the
men in her family, but she could not quite give shape and form to her suspicions. At
times she came almost as close as a person could, edging towards the revolutionary act of
spelling everything out, only to retreat behind prepackaged pronouncements: “there are
some thoughts we utter not.” 148 (Just as Jefferson could allow his own incestuous desires
to creep dangerously close to the surface in the form of the orangutan, or describe the
type of incestuous interracial mixing he was engaged in but do so again using animal
avatars.) Thomas referred to “tumultuous emotions” related to troubling things she could
not bring herself to write about, danced around the revelation of a conversation which
had aged her from a young girl to a knowing plantation mistress. 149 Twice she referred to
her family “skeletons.” 150
Thomas wished for a “book with a key to it in which I could write what I feel.” 151
Her diary was not that, it was not a place to be populated openly with her family’s
skeletons. She referenced being compelled, almost possessed, to record her thoughts, to
“moments when I must write—must speak or else the pent up emotions of an
overcharged heart will burst or break,” only to conclude, “I cannot now write a detail of
new events.” 152 Thomas also suggested that the secrets, the skeletons, personified or
encapsulated a dynamic that a man would not understand. “I find my thoughts recurring
to the Catholic confessional (that great repository of secrets) with a longing check by the
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idea that these priests are men.” 153 The secrets she wished to confide, it would seem, were
things that men could not empathize with or be trusted with. Perhaps this is because they
were secrets directly related to the sexual depravity of men.
Among the many humiliations, disappointments, and disasters of Thomas’s life,
one unnamed secret reverberated loudly through the pages of the diary; a secret that had
something to do with her father’s life and more precisely with the reading of her father’s
will. Thomas could not say what the secret was, only that she would have gladly done
without the additional property the will bestowed if she could have been spared the
knowledge that came with it. Historians have wondered what exactly she learned and
why it affected her so profoundly. Virginia Burr, who edited an annotated the published
version of the diary, posited that that Turner Clanton’s will was so upsetting to Thomas
because of the financial revelations it contained; in other words it was disappointing in
the way we expect wills can sometimes be. It is true that in the will Thomas learned that
her husband had borrowed heavily from her father’s estate, and that as a result she would
not receive the large inheritance she had expected. Her reaction, however, seems wildly
inconsistent with that type of discovery. In her response to the will, the reader sees a
woman unhinged, a crisis of body and mind. 154 Nell Painter, in her reading of Turner
Clanton’s will and its effect on Gertrude Thomas, asserts that Clanton had fathered slaves
with Loraine (Lurany) and had willed them to his family members. In actuality, he took
special cares to move Lurany and her children (his children) outside of the family,
bequeathing them instead to trusted friends. This decision raises the possibility that
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Turner Clanton moved them out of his family because he feared incest, and that unlike
Hammond, he did not feel entirely comfortable willing his children and possible children
to other members of his legitimate family. 155
Gertrude’s father, Turner Clanton, made special arrangements in his will for his
slave Loraine, along with several other slaves including “any and all children [Loraine]
may have” at the time of his death. The fact that Turner Clanton had fathered children
with his slave, and that Thomas understood her and her father’s slaves to be part of their
plantation family, serves to expose the incestuous dynamics at play and explains why
Thomas had such an extreme response. Thomas described slavery (and later
emancipation) in the terms of “family loyalty and devotion.” 156 She saw herself as the
“over-mother” of her slaves, and bristled when freedwomen sought to establish familial
claims over their children, whom Thomas thought would have been better off if “raised
in our family.” 157 In Stephanie McCurry’s words, the facts revealed in the will “nearly
killed her.” The will was so shattering for Thomas not only because it revealed that her
own father had owned his mixed-race children, but because at some level Thomas
recognized the crime of interracial sex to be akin to the biblical abomination of incest.
In the entry recounting the will, Thomas describes the profound mental and
physical breakdown that accompanied the revelations the document contained. Thomas
writes that she is easily annoyed, nervous, and depressed and describes a “nervous
contraction of muscles of the fingers” and wonders if these spasms (which a Freudian
Painter, Southern History Across the Color Line, 61-62.
McCurry, Women’s War: Fighting and Surviving the American Civil War (Cambridge: Belknap Press of
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might see as a somatic externalization of intrapsychic turmoil directed toward the very
hands she used to write down her feelings) were connected to an otherworldly
communication from a spirit, maybe her dead father?
She then describes being stricken with dysentery but notes that “actual pain I can
suffer better than the various maladies of mind and temper.” The entry then lapses into
almost crazed free associations—she wonders if she is a hypochondriac, wonders whether
that really is a disease, wants to look it up in a dictionary. 158 Thomas continues: “When I
was first married I think I was cheerful and usually I looked at the bright side of
everything. . . like a child who when it once thoroughly believes in its father believes in
all its dealing with it, whether it understands them or not.” But after Thomas learned
what was in the will, the subject she turns to next, she could not thoroughly believe in her
father anymore, and in a sense, her grip on reality momentarily faltered. On the will
itself, Thomas wrote, “As God is my witness I would rather never of had that additional
increase of property if … I would have been afraid of the knowledge which was
communicated at the same time, how hath the mighty fallen! . . . It is a bitter cup which
my heavenly Father allowed my earthly father to press to my lips.” 159
Even though this passage did not reveal anything concrete about what was
contained in the will, someone later tried (and failed) to erase the passage. That act, in
and of itself, is interesting. If Thomas herself attempted the erasure, she would have seen
that it was incomplete, that the stain of the words had remained. And yet she did not cross
This, Thomas explains, brings her back to a piece she had just finished reading, “A Women’s Thoughts
about Women,” which was written by Dinah Maria Mulock and published anonymously in 1858. Thomas
explains that it is “an admirable piece probing like a surgeon’s instrument to the root of my disease.” In
the piece, Mulock writes of the need for women to have something to do, be somewhat independent from
men, but also decries any call for equality.
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out the lines, did not tear out the page from her diary. In the failed expunging of the
record, Thomas’s inner conflict, her wrestling with the truth of the sexual, immoral,
incestuous “weird family situations” of slavery is visually manifest.
The revelation of the will was so traumatic because it revealed not only
miscegenation but also an incestuous mess of betrayal and secrets. If interracial sex
within the plantation household was always infused with incestuous dynamics, the trauma
of recognizing that one’s father was the instigator of such a crime would carry with it
deeply destabilizing effect. Previously, Thomas had attempted a pose of willful ignorance
with respect to the light-skinned slaves in her household. As another famous diarist, Mary
Chestnut, famously observed: “Like the patriarchs of old, our men live all in one house
with their wives and their concubines; and the mulattoes one sees in every family partly
resemble the white children. Any lady is ready to tell you who is the father of all the
mulatto children in everybody’s household but her own. Those, she seems to think, drop
from the clouds, or pretends so to think.” 160 Thomas did not always do the best job of
pretending, but at least before the revelation of the will, she could try.
The diary entry dated Sunday, January 2, 1859 opened with a reference to her
husband, closed with a reference to her father, and was filled in the intervening
paragraphs with her feelings toward mixed-race slaves and the slave owners who fathered
them. She recalled an encounter with two of her slaves, Lurany and Lulah: “Lurany
interrupted me just now bringing in Lulah—and giving a new turn to my thoughts—What
a remarkably pretty child she is and as white as any white child. There is some great
mystery about Lurany's case—How can she reconcile her great professions of religion
160
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with the sin of having children constantly without a husband?” 161 The pantomime of
astonishment over Lurany’s moral hypocrisy feels thin. Thomas’s air of superiority and
purported surprise at Lurany’s sinful ways and sexual indiscretions quickly gives way to
a discussion of the brutish behavior of slave holding men who could not exercise any
“control over their passions.” As McCurry observes, “Gertrude Thomas spent much of
her adulthood fending off the fear that her father or husband were not exempt from the
general depravity of the sex.” 162
Thomas then follows Mary Chestnut’s template and discusses the “mulatto
children” in a few houses other than her own. The last line of the entry is the most
revealing: “but when I look upon so many young creatures growing up belonging to Pa’s
estate as well as others—I wonder upon whom shall the accountability of their future
state depend…” When Thomas encountered Lurany and her children with impossibly
white skin, her thoughts turned immediately to her father and the many young creatures
belonging to his estate. After Thomas was confronted with the incestuous dynamics of
her household, to which she could no longer claim ignorance, she had to abandon, or at
least modulate, the pale pantomime of ignorance she had once been able to manage.

On Pagee’s Agency
There are no quasi-scientific letters or musings on the sexual desires of the
orangutan in the boxes of papers related to Pagee’s life, or in the hundreds of pages of
Thomas’s journal. In one sense, the analytical tools necessary to uncover the incestuous
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nature of Pagee’s situation are different than in the case of Jefferson and Hemings, or
Gertrude Thomas. The men who owned Nanny Pagee did not leave behind any
manuscripts detailing their thoughts on where blackness resides in the skin, or letters
mulling over the arithmetic processes of miscegenation. Most of the figures in Pagee’s
story are relatively unknown, though some were important and prominent men in their
day. Nanny Pagee was not allowed to testify in her trial, as she was presumed at its outset
to be non-white and was enslaved, so none of her own words have survived in the written
record. That is a fate she shares with Sally Hemings.
In another way, however, Pagee was able to take control of her own life, and to
upset of the power dynamics of slavery, in a more disruptive way than Hemings. Both
women were able to manipulate the incestuous and paternalistic dimensions of slavery,
shaping the impulses of powerful white men in order to guarantee their children’s
freedom. However there is a degree to which the Jefferson/Hemings story will always be
a Jefferson story, and even the most important book written about Thomas Jefferson’s life
in a generation cannot change that. 163 Nanny Pagee was very much the author of her
story. She made sure that there was a public reckoning with her existence because Pagee
sued her owner. Hemings’s name ended up in the newspapers because she was owned by
a famous man who was known to be the father of her children. Nanny Pagee’s name is in
the records because she put it there. The men who owned her matter to this story because
of their relationship to her and not the other way around. We can see her freedom suit as
a custody battle between two white men, and there are compelling reasons to understand
it in those terms as it reveals how slaveholder paternalism and slaveholder rape combined
163
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to create something incestuous. However, we can also see the story as a remarkable
display of courage and cunning on Pagee’s part. We have no idea how she came to know
Hancock, or how she came to convince him to finance a legal case that would ultimately
secure freedom for her and her children. One can imagine that this undertaking required a
degree of forethought, manipulation, and personal sacrifice.
Franklin County, Virginia is about one hundred and fifty miles from Monticello.
But the stories of Nanny Pagee and Sally Hemings—women who bore children by their
owners, who themselves were the progeny of men who owned them—those stories
reverberate powerfully through one another. Gertrude Thomas’s life bore little
resemblance to Pagee’s, Hemings, or Peggy’s, and yet the secret sexual and familial
perversions of slavery touched her profoundly. Slavery was a system of economy but it
was also a family system. All members of the plantation family, white and black, would
have been affected in different ways by the incestuous sexual sins of slavery.
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CHAPTER 2: Scars of the Trade: Family, Recognition, and Incest in Slavery and
Freedom
Cora Horton said that she had heard of a woman who had accidentally married her
own son. The woman and her son had both been enslaved, Horton said, and the woman
was sold away from her son when he was only a baby, just “a little thing.” After
emancipation, the woman married again and “she and her husband got to talking about
old slave times.” 164 The woman told her husband that she had “been sold away from her
baby son,” and she described a certain scar her son had on his arm. As it turned out, “her
husband had a similar scar and he got to talking about slave times, and they found out
that they were mother and son.” 165 How is it possible that a son would have no memory
of his mother, that they would have no way of recognizing one another except for a
childhood scar? How is it possible that a mother could marry her son without knowing it?
Horton herself provides the answer: the domestic slave trade and the commodification of
human beings led to instances of unintended incest which haunted formerly enslaved
communities for generations after emancipation.
This chapter argues that a crucial outcome of the domestic slave trade was the
obscuring of familial knowledge—a loss which not only isolated individuals but
importantly raised the specter of accidental incest. The domestic slave trade separated so
many marriages, took so many children away from their parents, split up so many
Horton does not say how the woman was separated from her first husband (presumably her son’s father),
though it is possible that the same sale that separated her from her son separated her from her first husband.
Horton herself was not born in slavery but was interviewed by the WPA in Arkansas and described the
knowledge of slavery handed down to her by her parents and grandparents.
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siblings, carried them away from each other by foot, wagon, train, ship, and most would
never be reunited. For all the slaves who were sold and met years later not recognizing
each other, for all the mothers who were carried away from their young children in slave
coffles bound for New Orleans or Natchez, it is not surprising that people like Cora
Horton were haunted by the possibility of incest. Moreover, as many testimonies
demonstrate, formerly enslaved people often explicitly connected the possibility of
accidental incest to the brutality of the slave trade and its architects: traders, buyers, and
sellers. The story of the trade, its extent, and its aftermath must be told not only through
the cold calculations and price lists of slave traders but also through the voices and
memories of former slaves. Using ex-slave narratives alongside materials such as bills of
sale and trader inventories, the chapter will read across time and archives to delineate the
impact of the internal slave trade on the enslaved and formerly enslaved family.
The narrative imparted by Horton, in which a woman discovers through the
recognition of a scar that she has married her own son, was not an isolated story of a
freak coincidence. Stories with markedly similar elements—separated families, postemancipation marriages, and tragic discoveries of incest through recognitions spurred by
scars, appear over and over again in post-emancipation narratives. These stories represent
a crucial piece of knowledge circulation among former slaves. Former slaves were
purposefully communicating truths about the ways that the trade had disrupted and even
weaponized biological kinship among enslaved people. The basic outline of the story of
scar-kin recognition has a mythic quality, recurring as it does across numerous
testimonies and reflecting a widely felt anxiety. Indeed, it’s paradigmatic quality is
underlined by the fact that it directly mirrors a famous scene in Homer’s Odyssey wherein
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a long-gone family member returns from a harrowing voyage only to be recognized by
the scar on his inner thigh. The disruptions and dysregulations of the enslaved family
wrought by the trade indeed amounted to an epic.
The commodification of human beings, distilled most acutely in the workings of
the commercial marketplace and slave trade, led to profound familial dislocation and a
large scale crisis of family recognition among enslaved and formerly enslaved people.
The churnings of the trade necessitated geographical separation of (known and unknown)
family members, brought with it the fungibility of enslaved peoples’ surnames, as well as
the abstraction, distortion or dispossession of basic identifying facts such as an enslaved
person’s age, place of birth, or number of siblings. The result was that many enslaved or
formerly enslaved people had little or no access to their own genealogies and no way to
trace their family histories, and, in some cases, no knowledge of basic information about
their own identities. The logical conclusion to all of these compounding layers of loss—
loss of family members and loss of familial knowledge— was, for some enslaved people,
unintended incestuous marriages, the circulation of stories about such unions and the fear
that the possibility of accidental incest was at once present and unavoidable.
Examining how the slave trade functioned, how it worked and what it did to
families, it is not difficult to see how relatives lost trace of one another, how family trees
became dislocated and uprooted, how familial knowledge was fractured and forcibly
destroyed to the point that a mother could marry her own son by accident. The outlawing
of the international trade in 1808 made the domestic trade a necessity, and the acquisition
of westward territory meant that there was an increased desire for enslaved labor. The
invention of the cotton gin in 1793, the Louisiana purchase in 1803, the continued
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slaughter and ejection of indigenous peoples in the South and Southwest, and a matrix of
geopolitical, national, and commodity market factors all combined to produce a Deep
South that was primed for plantation societies. 166 As Judith Schafer writes, “Louisiana’s
new crops created a need for expanded slave imports that was felt to be ‘acute’ by 1800;
without more slaves, agricultural prosperity would vanish.” 167 An increase in the
geographical reach of slavery also meant that when enslaved people were sold they had a
higher likelihood of being carried far away from their families.
The valuations and preferences of the slave trade, the greater desire among buyers
for younger, unattached enslaved people, meant that familial separations were not merely
a random byproduct of the trade but practically an engineered result. Dickinson, Hill &
Co, one of the largest slave auctioneers in Richmond in the 1840s through 1860s, were
one among several large firms that produced slave pricing circulars. 168 These circulars,
often printed forms with spaces left for specific prices to be written in to accommodate
fluctuations in the market, served to inform buyers and sellers of market trends. The
circulars separated enslaved people into different categories with corresponding prices
based on distinctions such as age and sex, or qualities such as “likely” or “No. 1.” On a
Dicksinson, Hill & Co. circular from December 20, 1858, beneath the prices for
categories including “likely girls 12 and 13,” there is a note: “Families rather dull and

See especially Adam Rothman, Slave Country: American Expansion and the Origins of the Deep South
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005).
167
Judith Kelleher Schafer, Slavery, the Civil Law, and the Supreme Court of Louisiana (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1997), 153.
168
In February, 1857, the agricultural journal The Southern Planter quoted a Warrington Whig editor who
reported that for Dickinson, Hill & Co., “the gross amount of their sales of negros last year reached the
enormous sum of two millions!” The Whig reporter further estimated that “the entire sales of other houses
of a similar kind in Richmond, would make the amount go over four millions.” The Southern Planter,
February 1857, 80. Library of Virginia.
81
166

hard to sell.” 169 As Michael Tadman puts it, “the categories of the trade were almost
custom-built to maximize forcible separations.” 170
Even though incestuous relationships like the one Horton described were likely
unintentional outcomes of the trade, the disruption of normative kin relationships were
preordained by traders, buyers and sellers. On May 5, 1854, a man named A. Hill wrote
to Ziba B. Oakes, a prominent slave broker in Charleston: “I wish to purchase a few
young negro girls or boys—prefer girls—from 8 to 10 years of age. Can you purchase
them for me if so write to me the prices and also your commision and expense to have
them sent to New Orleans.” 171 Mr. Hill’s request, that Oakes procure a selection of
children (of a very specific and limited age range) for sale in the market, seems to
reinforce what might otherwise seem like an outlandish story from Eugene Wesley
Smith, a former slave interviewed by the WPA. According to Smith, “speculators used to
steal children. . . I saw the wagons. They were just like the wagons that came from North
Carolina with apples in. Dey had big covers on them. The speculators had plantations
where they kept the children until they were big enough to sell, and they had an old
woman there to tend to those children.” 172 The scenario Smith described, one in which
children were rounded up, stolen by speculators and taken to special juvenile plantations,
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seems almost specifically designed to disrupt and destroy biological kinship ties among
the enslaved.
In letters to slave trade brokers, bills of sale, and testimonies from people held in
slavery, the market’s drive to separate children from their families is plain. The price lists
and circulars used by traders, auctioneers, buyers and sellers only serve to underline the
point; there would be no need to determine the price of an infant or small child if there
were no market for them, if there were not eager buyers of children. Tyre Glen, a trader
based in North Carolina, generated a “Scale of Valuation of Slaves” that assigned
monetary equivalents to enslaved people at one year of age ($100.) 173 Richard Reid, a
trader in Virginia, produced a price scale with a category for even younger infants,
covering the period from “birth to 1.” In Reid’s scale, girls between one and four years
old are valued at $90 and boys at $100. 174 Another price circular, from Betts & Gregory,
the Richmond based slave auctioneers, did not list enslaved children by ages, but rather
height. Children who stood four feet tall would range from $575-675, four feet three
inches would fetch $675-775, and children rising to four feet six inches were sold
between $850 and $950. The prices increased in three inch increments up to a height of
five feet. 175 A circular letter from another Richmond trader, James B. Hargrove, also
listed children by height. On the circular dated August 23, 1852, Hargrove noted the
market’s particular need of girls: “I would advise you to send your girls down at once, as
Tyre Glen Papers, Duke. There is no date given on this price list, though Tadman suggests that the list
probably dated from the early 1850’s. See Tadman, 287.
174
Richard R. Reid Papers, UVA. The Reid price scale is also undated, see Tadman, 288.
175
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Betts & Gregory “advertised prices using standardized grades that resembled those used to rate
commodities like grain and cotton.” Accounting for Slavery: Masters and Management (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2018), 129.
83
173

the market is poorly supplied.” 176 Tadman estimates that enslaved people aged between
eight and fourteen years old accounted for 25 percent of the interregional trade in human
beings. The market mandated and manufactured a “rationale of selectivity and
separation” which is visually represented in these slave pricing circulars and lists. 177
Traders sought adolescents in particular as those individuals could offer a lifetime of
labor (and reproductive labor) to a prospective owner. Among slaves in the twelve to
fifteen year old age bracket, girls were particularly desirable owing to buyers’ economic
eye on their reproductive potential (and in some cases a lust after their bodies.) 178 As
Thomas Jefferson wrote a generation earlier, “a woman who brings a child every two
years [is] more profitable than the best man of the farm.” 179
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Figure 3. “Scale of Valuation of Slaves”, Tyre Glen Papers, David M. Rubenstein Rare
Book & Manuscript Library, Duke University.
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Figure 4. Circular Letter from James B. Hargrove, Richmond, V.A., August 1852,
Library of Virginia.
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Figure 5. Documents detailing the prices of Betts and Gregory slave market, list broken
down by gender, age, and height, Franklin St., Richmond, American Slavery Documents
Collection, David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Duke University.
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While the impetus to buy and sell children and young adults was codified and laid
bare in the nineteenth century through the circulars and price lists of trading firms, the
eighteenth century was no stranger to familial separation and the trade in children. Steven
Deyle argues that during this period “children were normally sold first.” 180 When
considering the sale of a child, Virginian William Byrd III was advised by an associate,
“the only objection to this scheme is, that it will be cruel to part them from their parents,
but what can be done. They alone can be sold without great loss to you, and at present
they are a charge.” 181 The rationale for buying and selling children could differ
depending on the time, place, and particular situation. However the truth remains that
young children were not an incidental segment of the trade.
Quantifying the number of enslaved children sold, or even the total number of
enslaved people trafficked, has not been a straightforward task; the vacillations in
techniques and conclusions put forth by different historians attest to that fact. The study
of slavery and the use of quantitative methods have an uneasy past. 182 Since there were
no local or regional bodies regulating the sale of enslaved people, and since the markets
and labor needs in each state varied considerably, even the broadest numerical claims
have been difficult to establish. A consensus has emerged, however, around the estimates
Michael Tadman provides in Speculators and Slaves. Tadman finds that roughly 875,000
enslaved people were transported from the Upper South to the Lower South between
1820 and 1860, and that between 60 and 70 percent of these people were transported due
Steven Deyle, Carry Me Back: the Domestic Slave Trade in American Life (New York : Oxford
University Press, 2005), 33.
181
Randolph to Byrd, Sept. 20, 1757, in Tinling, ed., Correspondence of Three William Byrds, 2: 628
182
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to slave sales, as opposed to planter migration. 183 This would mean that approximately
10 percent of the Upper South’s enslaved population was sold and transported a
considerable distance over each decade in that period. During the years spanning 1790
and 1860, roughly one million people were sold via the interstate slave trade. 184
Furthermore Steven Deyle estimates that, including local, intrastate sales (which Tadman
did not wholly account for) at least 2 million enslaved people were bought and sold
between 1820 and 1860. 185
Numerically calculating just how and to what extent the slave trade disrupted
enslaved families is not simple. The nature of the trade itself—of the institution of
slavery itself—meant that slave owners had little regard for the sanctity of enslaved
There has been considerable debate among historians regarding number of slaves who were forcibly
moved South, but particularly there has been disagreement regarding the impetus for the forced migration
of enslaved people, in other words what percentage of the movement was due to planter migration as
opposed to sale in the interregional trade. In 1904, Winfield Collins, the first historian to attempt to
quantify the overall movement of enslaved people to the South and Southwest, arrived at a figure of
742,000 for the total enslaved people transported. However Collins determined that the slave trade was
responsible for less than half of the relocation of enslaved people, while planter migration accounted for
50-60%. Frederic Bancroft, in Slave Trading in the Old South (1931) concluded that the trade was
responsible for 70% of the forced movement of enslaved people. In 1974, Robert Fogel and Stanley
Engerman’s Time on the Cross, stirred considerable controversy. They arrived at a lower figure for overall
slave migration that either Collins or Bancroft, but most striking was their finding that only 16% of
enslaved people were relocated through the slave trade. Herbert Gutman and Richard Sutch questioned
Fogel and Engerman’s findings. Ultimately, Michael Tadman’s estimates from his 1989 study Speculators
and Slaves (that 60-70% of enslaved people were relocated through the trade) has been held up as the most
accurate assessment. For a detailed account of these debates see Appendix A in Steven Deyle’s Carry Me
Back. Winfield H. Collins, The Domestic Slave Trade of the Southern States (New York, 1904); Frederic
Bancroft, Slave Trading in the Old South (Baltimore: J. H. Furst Company, 1931).
184
Walter Johnson agrees with and has popularized the “one million” figure, though his numbers come
from Tadman. Tadman, however, focused his study on the years between 1820-1860 and therefore the
875,000 figure has arguably become more associated with his work.
185
Deyle argues that more than two-thirds of these two million transactions involved the local trade as
opposed to the interregional trade. However, as he outlines at some length in Appendix B of Carry Me
Back, there is a massive hole in convincing data related to local sales, indeed there is a dearth of any data
whatsoever for most states. William Calderhead’s 1972 study of Maryland estimated that 84% of sales in
Maryland were local, which would have enormous implications if such numbers were representative of the
South as a whole. In Slavery and the Numbers Game (1975) Herbert Gutman concluded that Maryland
must have been an exception. On the whole, much of the back and forth in the historiography that Deyle
describes seems to follow a goldilocks theory, this number seems too high, this one too low, so let’s settle
on this figure. While Deyle’s thorough appendixes are geared towards arriving on and justifying a settled
numerical figure, they also have the effect of rendering any numerical estimate unsteady.
89
183

peoples’ families, even when many slaveholders claimed to enfold their property into
their own “plantation families.” Therefore it is not surprising that owners and traders did
not document the breakup of enslaved families in the same way they documented, say,
the amount of cotton a slave picked in a single day. It will never be possible to arrive at
any exact figures regarding the numbers of families scattered by the trade, and while the
ability to have a rough idea of the scale of the trade is important, fixation on the
numerical side of things risks displacing the experiences of the enslaved. However, it is
not that quantitative approaches fail to reach the heart of the matter; there is something
specific about the breakup of families which render numbers inadequate. The
generational ramifications of family separation cannot be quantified numerically.
Moreover, the same conditions that contribute to the difficulty in pinning down exact
figures are the same conditions which could lead to incest: the disregard for enslaved
family units, the imperative to deny legal personhood, legal marriage, and last names to
enslaved people, and the willingness to separate children from their parents.
While holistic data is elusive, evidence does suggest that very young, unattached,
children were not all that desirable to most slave traders. Tadman, for example, argues
that children under eight years old were rarely sold separate from their mothers in the
interregional trade and that children in that age group accounted for roughly 2% of the
interregional trade as a whole. And yet it is not difficult to find evidence that such
children were sold. For example On March 31, 1824, James and Josiah Huie sold four
enslaved children to Samuel Guy: Milly, who was two-years-old, Ann, who was fiveyears-old, Jack, two-years-old, and Mary, who was eight months old. The price for all
four children, three of whom would have been barely verbal, one of whom was probably
90

new to eating solid foods, was $777. 186 On November 2, 1840, a seven-year-old boy
named Warren was purchased, alone, at a sheriff’s auction in South Carolina for $202. 187
In 1857, a reporter for the Warrenton Whig (quoted in The Southern Planter) wrote of
“Negro girls not ten years of age sold for $800.” 188 Were the girls nine years old? Eight?
Younger?
The veracity of any claims regarding the percentage of children under eight-yearsold who were sold in the interregional (or local) trade, moreover, is questionable: many
receipts and bills of sale simply document that a “child,” “girl,” or “boy” was sold with
no exact age specified. Many bills of sale do not indicate the location of where the sale
took place, where the children were being transported to, or whether the child was
purchased by a trader, speculator or plantation owner who intended to keep the child him
or herself, making it difficult to determine if these children were being trafficked in the
interregional as opposed to local trade. For example on June 24, 1805, two unnamed
enslaved boys were sold for a total of $520. 189 There is no indication of the boys’ age, the
location where the sale took place, or any additional surrounding circumstances given.
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On May 14, 1829, a boy named Adam was sold in North Carolina for $200. 190 Again no
exact age is given. Even when the bill of sale indicates where the child was sold and
where she was being transported to, information regarding exact ages can be absent. For
example a girl named Ann was sold for $287 on June 4, 1810. The sale transported Ann
from North Carolina to South Carolina 191 Prices for children varied considerably, but in
the examples listed above the figures certainly fall within the range typical for young
children.
A young child who was sold away from both parents was likely being carried
away from every biological relative she had in the world. Such a scene is perhaps the
most dramatic and gut wrenching scenario of family separation imaginable. Even absent
any context about how far away the child was being transported, any information
regarding how many siblings the child left behind, who her mother was, where her
mother was, let alone how the mother or child felt, absent even the child’s name, a scrap
of paper documenting the sale of a solitary seven-year-old evokes a generational tragedy.
Bills of sale for unaccompanied children are the most straightforward evidence of
familial separation and dislocation of the type that could potentially result in accidental
incest.
The context that is absent in bills of sale or price lists is often vividly present in
narratives written by people who were held in slavery. Charles Ball, for example,
recounted how his mother had several children, and said that “we were all sold on the

Bill of sale for one slave boy: Adam, $200, from John Mae Bullers of Johnston County to Gilbert
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same day to different purchasers.” Ball wrote of how his mother ran after him, clasped
him in her arms and “wept loudly and bitterly” over the son she was loosing. Ball wrote,
“She then, still holding me in her arms. . . imploringly besought my master to buy her and
the rest of her children, and not permit them to be carried away by the negro buyers; but
whilst thus entreating him to save her and her family, the slave-driver, who had fist
bought her, came running in pursuit of her with a raw hide.” According to Ball, his
mother then turned to her new master and pleaded, “Oh, master, do not take me from my
child!” The master’s response was to beat her with his raw hide. As Ball’s new master
carried him away on his horse, Ball recalled, “the cries of my poor parent became more
and more indistinct. . . and I never again heard the voice of my poor mother.” 192 William
Grimes, the originator of another early slave narrative, recounted his sale at a young age
from the Tidewater into the Piedmont region of Virginia. 193 Isaac Johnson, in his memoir
Slavery Days in Old Kentucky, described how his father, who was also his owner, sold his
mother and three siblings at auction. 194 Johnson’s nine-year-old brother Louis was sold
to one buyer, Johnson himself (seven-years old) auctioned off to another. Johnson’s fiveyear-old brother Ambrose was sold for five hundred dollars to another man. As Johnson
recounted, his mother and her two-year-old son Eddie were at first put up for auction
together as one lot. No one was bidding, when someone in the crowd called out, “Put
them up separately,” at which point his mother was sold separately for eleven hundred
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dollars. Finally, the toddler Eddie was sold for two hundred dollars to someone else.
“Thus, in a very short time,” Johnson wrote, “our happy family was scattered. . .and
never again to be seen, at least as so far as I was concerned.” 195 Johnson’s comment “at
least as far as I was concerned” implicitly acknowledges the possibility that if he did see
them again, he would have no way of knowing, no way of recognizing them.
Whether inscribed in a generic bill of sale or described in detail in a narrative, a
scene of young child on the auction block can serve as a powerful synecdoche for the
effects the trade had on families. Yet such a scene is just that, a part standing in for a
whole. To focus only on cases of young children being sold away from their parents
misses the majority of scenarios which fractured families and obscured familial
knowledge, dismantling the makings of the incest taboo, which relies on the ability to
recognize family members. Of course children “suffered separation not just when they
were sold away without parents,” but when they were sold with their mother but away
from their father. 196 A bill of sale for a woman and her child or children can seem like
ray of hope, a sign that familial permanence was possible even in the marketplace. Like
the sale in 1817 of Amy, who was twenty-seven-years-old, and her child Sidney, who
was eight-months-old. 197 Indeed slave price lists and circulars often included a category
for “woman and first child,” such as the Betts and Gregory list from 1860. 198 But Sidney
may not have been Amy’s first child. If Amy was twenty-seven, it is fairly likely that
Johnson, 9-11.
Tadman, 171.
197
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Sidney was not Amy’s first, and that this sale was transporting Amy away from any older
children she may have had. When a very young child or children were sold alongside
their mothers, it was likely that nuclear family separation was occurring, and that older
(even just slightly older) children were being separated from their mothers (and fathers,
and wives away from husbands.) Jim Allen recounted how his mother and baby brother
George were sold and carried to Florida. Allen was left with his owner in Alabama and
never saw his mother or brother again. 199 Tadman estimates that one third of children in
the Upper South were separated from one or both parents by the interstate slave trade.
Local sales and property division through death, marriage, debt etc., might have raised
the number of children separated from one or both parents to 50%. 200
The interregional slave trade was perhaps the most blatantly commercial activity
that led to enslaved people’s forced dislocation, but planter migration and property
division among family members also led to the breakup of enslaved families. Lorenzo
Ivy, a freedman, remembered that planters’ desire to “get down south and raise cotton”
was like a “fever.” When his owner “caught the ‘cotton fever, ’” he “separated families
right and left. He took two of my aunts and left their husbands up hear an he separated all
together seven husbands and wives. One woman had twelve children. Yessuh! Separated
them all and took them south with him to Georgy and Alabamy.”
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Planter migration

has sometimes been painted as a less brutal, more humane form of enslaved peoples’
forced movements. But in reality, it could lead to forced separation just as interregional
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sales could. For the enslaved people involved, the reason why their mother, or sister, or
husband had been carried hundreds of miles away likely made little difference.
While it is not clear whether a man named Col. C. Jones, of Virginia, caught the
“cotton fever,” he did write up a price list of his twenty seven slaves in 1850. The
document, which he labeled “Memorandum of Valuation and Shipments” lists enslaved
people by name along with corresponding prices and approximate ages. The people were
separated into three lots, which were then divided amongst Jones and his four sons. Some
of the women are listed along with their children. For example Easter and her child
Keziah (age not listed) are grouped together as one lot, valued at $700. Sarah and her
three children are listed together and priced at $1000. However there are five enslaved
people listed as “boys”: Baylor, Spark, Lewis, Field and Reuben. Baylor and Field are put
in “lot. No. 1,” Spark and Lewis in “lot no. 2” and Reuben in “lot no. 3.” None of the
boys are listed along with their mothers or fathers. It is possible that these boys did end
up with some of their family members, but the point is that this “Memorandum of
Valuation and Shipments” does not indicate (or care) whether they did or not. It was
often advantageous to keep very young children with their mothers, especially
breastfeeding infants, because separating them required finding another person to take
over the substantial labor of caring for a newborn. 202 And it is fairly common to see bills
of sale for mothers and infants together. But when it came to older children, there was
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little financial incentive to keep their mothers close by, hence the notation of the
relationship dropping away from documents like this one.
The reason for the creation of this list is not clear; it was not a will, as the elder
Jones is listed as jointly owning the largest lot with one of his sons. Perhaps one of his
sons had caught the “fever” and was moving further South to speculate as so many
planters did. Perhaps one of the sons had married, and wanted a percentage of the
enslaved property for himself. Whatever the reason, the fact that an itemized price list,
labeled as a “valuation and shipments” signifies that these enslaved people were being
separated from one another and it is almost impossible that familial separation, and
separation of young children from their mothers, fathers, siblings and grandparents was
not part of that process. Herbert Gutman notes, for instance, that enslaved people often
chose first names for their children based on family names, maybe a grandparent’s name.
Naming practices could serve as a heuristic, a way to inscribe someone’s family tree into
their identity in an immutable way. On the Jones price list, there is an entry for someone
named Keziah who is described as an “old woman.” There is also a woman named
Easter who is listed alongside her child, who is also named Keziah. It seems likely that
the elder Keziah was Easter’s mother, and that her grandchild was her namesake. Easter
and her child ended up in lot no. 1, while Keziah ended up in lot. No. 2. 203

Price List showing the names of Male, Female, and Children slaves and the evaluation of their worth.
"Memorandum of Valuation and Shipments," December 27, 1850. Xavier University of Louisiana,
Archives and Special Collections, CFH01.03.1.003A.
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Names and Ages
The separation of young children from their family members planted a bitter seed
which could result years later in unintended incest (and the anxiety about the possibility
and inevitability of such unions). But sale at a young age was not the only factor which
fractured families beyond recognition. Several compounding elements of slavery’s laws
and customs, all of which were endemic to the way slavery functioned, were designed to
keep enslaved people in the dark about where they came from and who they were. As
Frederick Douglass wrote of his father’s identity, “the means of knowing was withheld
from me.” 204 The obscuring of familial and personal knowledge among the enslaved lead
to the virtual impossibility of legible lineage for many enslaved families. Genealogy, the
tracing of a line of descent continuously from an ancestor, is not possible without
names. 205 Names, for enslaved people, could be badges of familial, cultural and religious
identity or vessels for slaveholder control. Michael Gomez writes “the recurrence of
Muslim names among American-born slaves is corroborative evidence of the desire
among many to keep their religion and culture alive.” 206 Naming practices varied by
region, and Midlo Hall notes that “slaves of French Louisiana often kept their African
names.” 207 While giving enslaved children Muslim and African first names is evidence of
religious and cultural perseverance, such naming practices might also have been a
strategy for maintaining genealogical knowledge. Gutman details that in many enslaved
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communities, parents named their children for members of their immediate family and
for members of larger blood-kin groups. Examining naming practices among the
enslaved, Gutman writes, “[first name] naming practices linked generations of blood
kin.” 208 Moreover, some slaves used surnames to “shape a social identity independent of
slave ownership.” 209
However many owners forced upon enslaved people names which aligned with
their own personal beliefs or preferences (part of the circumstantial evidence that Thomas
Jefferson fathered Sally Hemings’s children is encoded in the first names of their
offspring, which reveal familial and social connections to Jefferson). 210 And even though
the practice was not universal, many enslaved people did take their owners’ last
names. 211 Many former slaves testified to the tendency of enslaved people to adopt the
names of multiple owners throughout their lifetimes. Many ex-slaves also highlighted the
impediments erected by the fungibility of surnames during slavery; if last names changed
repeatedly through sale, they were vacated of meaning. The continuous superimposition
of surnames combined with the geographical dispersal of family members resulted in
unintelligible genealogies. The inability to trace families through surnames, not
surprisingly, could be constituent of accidental incest.
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However the implications of unstable names went beyond the risk of endogamous
marriage; the consequences were sweeping. Many formerly enslaved people seized on the
problem of naming and the boundaries these problems erected for the possible reunion
and recognition of family members. As Heather Williams writes, “The tenuous nature of
enslaved people’s public identities did not augur well for the possibility of finding family
members. . . An enslaved person’s name could have changed at the whim of an owner, or
due to sale, or to provide cover while escaping, or because a woman had married, or
because people took new names once they became free.” 212 Frederick Douglass wrote of
how he changed his name several times during the course of his escape from slavery. Not
only repeated sale or slaveholder whimsey resulted in repeated name changes; escaped
slaves could choose a name precisely designed to make their identities difficult to detect.
Douglass described how every escaped slave in New Bedford had taken the name
“Johnson,” which, not unlike a pattern of camouflage, lead to “confusion in attempts to
distinguish one from another.” 213 A South Carolina man explained that after
emancipation, his father picked the last name of the master he had liked the most. 214
Harrison Beckett, who had been enslaved in Texas, told another story about names
changing after emancipation. Beckett explained that his father’s name had been Isaac
Thomas, but with the newfound mobility that came with freedom, his father went to
Florida to find his people. That was where Isaac Thomas found out his “real name,”
which was Beckett.
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While the expanded possibilities, mobility and necessities of emancipation or
escape could lead to ever-changing names, more often the evolving trajectory of names
among the enslaved was dictated by the commercial transfer of people through the trade.
Ella Washington, who was enslaved in Louisiana and Texas, recalled that slaves used to
take their master’s name, and sometimes when they were sold they would drop the old
name and take the new master’s name. “Dat how come it so hard to keep up with dem,”
she said. 215 William Robinson, in his memoir From Log Cabin to the Pulpit, or, Fifteen
Years in Slavery, wrote of his frustrating (though ultimately successful) search for his
mother. Robinson wrote to churches with his mother’s description and the names of each
owner he knew of. He tried for years to find her with no result. As Robinson explained,
“there was great difficulty in finding our people because they were sold so often, and had
to take the names of each master.” 216
After every speculator’s visit, every trip to the auction block, a person could
emerge with a new name, and no documentation would exist to track the changes. One
Tennessee woman referenced her personal experience with the large scale sale and forced
migration of enslaved people from the Upper South to the lower or Deep South, and how
the impermanence of family names inflected the legacies of the trade. She said that she
had known many people who were taken from Tennessee and had to go to Mississippi. “I
had a daddy and he had to go,” she said. “My daddy was sold and sent to Mississippi
when I was a little bittie girl, and my aunt, I never did get to see him again.” Her father
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became a soldier in the Union army, fighting and dying in the Civil War. An Uncle told
this woman where her father had been killed—Rangers Hill— and where he was
buried—Gallatin Road. She noted that all of the soldiers, white and black, were buried
together. She was taken to the graveyard on Gallatin Road by an old man and she looked
all day but could not find her father’s grave. “I don’t know what his name was when he
went to Mississippi, but I looked for him. I knew his name before he left, but I don’t
know who he b’longed to in Mississippi.”217 Without an idea of his last name, his final
last name, this Tennessee woman was handicapped in her search for her father’s resting
place. Her determinatination could not override the elision in her knowledge, a gap left in
the wake of one man’s move into the “slave country” of the Deep South.
One Tennessee man put it plainly when he was interviewed: “I am going to tell
you another thing. A Negro has got no name.” He went on to explain, “My father was a
Ransom and he had a uncle named Hankin. If you belong to Mr. Jones and he sell you to
Mr. Johnson, consequently you go by the name of your owner. Now, whar you got a
name? We are wearing the name of our marster. I was first a Hale then my father was
sold and then I was named Reed. He was brought from old Virginia some place.” 218 If
names were “worn,” taken off and on through the exchanges of a commercial
marketplace, they were not tied in any fixed way to one’s identity, they could not tell you
who you were related to. Moreover, the reason for their mutability rested in the
commodification of human beings, the basis for chattel slavery itself. The idea that “a
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Negro has got no name,” was recalled by this Tennessee man in 1929 or 1930, just as it
was doubtless talked about during slavery. Albion Tourgee, the former Radical
Republican, said much the same thing at the First Lake Mohonk Conference on the Negro
Question in 1890 “A name is no name at all unless the bearer has a legal right to it. . . no
slave could have a surname because he could not have a legal sire.” 219 The lack of
meaningful and permanent surnames is connected to the threat of accidental incest
(marrying one’s mother or sister could be easily avoided if she had an identifiable,
identical surname to one’s own.)
The matter of names was related to the other presumptive identifying marker: age.
Ages, too, are important in constructing a family trees and in finding lost family
members. Both ages and names, two of the basic markers of individual identity, were
missing links for many enslaved people. Arthur Greene, who was enslaved in Virginia,
told his interviewer, “Honey, them days you know none us slaves knowed our exact age.
Old white folks wouldn’t tell niggers jes’ how old they was.” 220 A woman held in
slavery in Tennessee explained that she did not know her own age because slave owners
would keep ages in the Bible and refused to share the information with the mothers of the
enslaved. 221 Frederick Douglass wrote, “I have no accurate knowledge of my age, never
having seen any authentic record containing it.” 222 Another woman described how her
owners had willfully destroyed the evidence of her and her family member’s ages: “The
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white folks throwed the book what had our ages in it in the fire to keep us from having it,
and none of us never knowed just how old we was. 223
When owners gave enslaved people their own last names, when they changed
enslaved peoples’ names, or passed laws which made it impossible for enslaved people to
have their own legal names, owners were exercising a power with an egomaniacal edge,
playing something of the part of the “great white father.” When owners withheld
information from enslaved people about their own ages, it did not carry quite the same
twisted paternalistic dimension, but keeping information about ages from the enslaved
demonstrates slaveholder’s desire to “mangle” the person and deny knowledge.

224

And

as at least one former slave, Lorenzo Ivy, recognized that the treatment of enslaved
peoples’ ages was related to the economic motivations of slavery. “The white folks was
supposed to keep the ages of the slaves in order to know when they was supposed to start
payin taxes on them. Guess you can see now why they weren’t so anxious about keeping
close track of the ages of niggers.” 225
Uncertainty regarding age could not lead to incest in the same way that fungible
names could, nor did inexact ages create the same barriers to family reunification, but it
exists as part of a larger constellation of practices that erased, obscured, and alienated
identity and kinship. Indeed, it is possible that knowledge of a significant, verifiable, age
difference could dissuade potential romantic partnerships (such as those between mother
and son) and also provide insight into how people were related. However the fact that
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many enslaved people had no record of their ages, or that in some cases the records were
willfully withheld and destroyed for slave owners’ fear of their property finding out this
information, that speaks to an elemental aspect of slavery. The lack of a name, a parent,
an age, all of that reflects slave owners’ collective desire to destroy the constitutive parts
of a legal, socially recognizable human being, to engender “natal alienation” and “social
death”—a desire which directly and tragically shaped the lives of emancipated people.
When asked to describe his family, one formerly enslaved man from Virginia said
that to his knowledge he only had two sisters and six brothers. 226 A woman from
Tennessee said that she “never had no mother or father.” A women brought from
Virginia to Tennessee by her owners said “I don’t remember nothing ‘bout my parents.”
The separation of families through the trade often made relatives impossible to trace. The
workings of the domestic slave trade meant that not only were families members
separated and lost, familial knowledge could also be fractured, incomplete or
intentionally hidden. Of course, white paternity of enslaved people was a major impetus
for concealment, but not the only source of concealment. As one man said, “Folks said
my master was my daddy. That’s what they told me. Of course, I don’t know myself.” 227
As Harriet Jacobs wrote, “The secrets of slavery are concealed like those of the
Inquisition. My master was, to my knowledge, the father of eleven slaves. But did the
mothers dare to tell who was the father of their children? Did the other slaves dare to
allude to it, except in whispers among themselves? No, indeed! They knew too well the
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terrible consequences.” 228 The problem of knowing, the struggle for personal and familial
knowledge, was a constant refrain in testimony from people held in slavery. As Frederick
Douglass wrote, “The opinion was also whispered that my master was my father; but the
correctness of this opinion, I know nothing; the means of knowing was withheld from
me.” 229 Many enslaved people could not access the “means of knowing,” not simply
because the information did not exist or was inherently difficult to acquire, but because it
was withheld. If you did not know how many siblings you had or who your father was—
if you had no memory of your parents at all—how could you possibly find your relatives
let alone recognize them if you did come into contact?
To be a socially recognizable human being, a person needs many things, things
which were often distorted or destroyed by the domestic slave trade. Social and familial
recognition—and knowledge of who you were related to—was essential in upholding the
incest taboo. While generalized throughout human cultures, this taboo was something
that enslaved people keenly felt. Gutman writes of the “strength and pervasiveness of
slaves’ exogamous beliefs” as compared with planters’ own marital practices. His
analysis of a slave birth register from the Good Hope plantation in South Carolina
demonstrates that the enslaved people there adhered to a first-cousin marriage taboo,
where no such prohibition existed among slaveholding South Carolinians, meaning that
most enslaved cultures had an even stricter set of rules. 230
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It is impossible to abide by exogamous practices if you cannot recognize your
family members. Sale at a young age, forced migration from the Upper to the Lower
South, the constant changing of last names with sales, all of these factors could lead to
problems of recognition with might result in endogamous unions. Ethel Daugherty, who
had been enslaved in Virginia, referred explicitly to the problem of naming when she
recounted a story of accidental incest. Daugherty described how a woman had four of her
children sold away from her. All traces and knowledge of her children were lost
permanently, “due partly she thought because as soon as a child was bought, it took the
name of the owner, and after a few sales, there was no way of identifying those lost.”
Daughtery went on to describe how many children were sold and sent to different parts of
the country “and were not told who their parents were.” Daugherty then recounted an
incident of a mother and son who were sold away from each other and spent decades
apart. When the boy reached adulthood he began “keeping company with his mother,”
commiting incest accidentally. The same identifying mark that Cora Horton referenced,
the scar, also appears, ultimately revealing the true identity of the people: “This man had
a small scar almost invisible, but happened to mention it when his mother realized who
he was, and told him the particulars.” 231
Daugherty connected the loss of names to the inability to trace family members,
which ultimately lead her to a story of incest. In Daughtery’s and Horton’s stories, a
familiar equation emerges: childhood sale + geographical displacement + passage of time
= accidental incest).
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Daughtery and Horton, as we shall see, were not the only people who recounted stories
they had heard of accidental incest, and they were not the only people who told tales
which reinforced this equation. In Daughtery’s story, she connects the scenario directly to
the fungibility of naming. In many other examples, issues of geographical dislocation are
mentioned as contributing factors in the loss of kinship and its accidental rediscovery. In
the majority of the stories, scars play an important role as the key to uncovering familial
relationships. In all of the cases, these are stories about recognition, about the loss of
recognition as a result of the slave trade.
Given the degree of familial separation and loss of familial knowledge wrought
by the slave trade, it is perhaps not surprising that a recurring trope in testimony from
former slaves and their children is the story of a mother who accidentally married her
son, or a brother who accidentally married his sister, and the incestuous nature of their
union was often (though not always) revealed with the discovery of a scar. Occurrences
of unintended incest emerge as a theme in these narratives. As John Sneed of Waco,
Texas recounted, “On two plantations near ours, dere was two boys sold from dere
mothers an' when dese boys got grown, dey was brought back an' married to dere own
mothers. De women knowed de men by scars dat got on dem when dey was babies.” 232
The boys were sold away from their mothers at such young ages (as so many children
were during slavery), they could not recognize their mothers when they reached
adulthood. Scars were the only keys available to decipher even the most intimate familial
relationships—bonds between mother and child—relationships which if known
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beforehand would have prevented the incestuous marriages from happening in the first
place. Sneed does not name these people, or the plantations they lived and labored on.
The doubling in his story (this happened twice, on two plantations, to two mothers, in
both cases scars lead to recognition) only adds to the tropological quality of this tale. The
trope of recognition via bodily scars points to the profound erasure of the slave trade—in
which people literally did not know their own identities—and the power of unchanging
bodily marks like scars to differentiate and locate people. Tracking this trope provides
important insight into the challenges posed to kinship in the emancipation period.
The interconnection of kinship, recognition and scars, of discovering long lost
family members through bodily marks, has a long history in western narratives, long
before (and after) the antebellum slave trade. 233 The trope of recognition via scars makes
a lot of sense in the post-emancipation period in particular; if names were taken on and
off like clothing, if a massive segment of the enslaved population was separated from
their family members at young ages, a scar could seemingly offer the only hope of
undoing the traumatic erasures of the slave trade. Yet this trope has proven a compelling
one in a variety of times and places going back even to antiquity. Indeed, Homer’s
Odyssey, features a climactic scene of anagnorisis—a central term in Aristotle’s Poetics,
which describes crucial moments in narratives when characters suddenly discover or
recognize truths about themselves and the world. In the Odyssey, the scene of narrative
recognition is a moment of scar recognition. In addition to serving as a foundational text
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of Western literature and culture, The Odyssey reverberated through the eighteenth and
nineteenth century along with other classical texts. Indeed, references to classical culture
often intersected directly with slavery. There were several slave ships christened with
homeric names such as the Ulysses, Calypso and Circee. 234 One ship, the Telemachus,
carried five hundred enslaved Africans from the Bight of Biafra and Gulf of Guinea
Islands to South Carolina in 1750. 235 An enslaved man named Telemachus ran away from
his owner, J. Burgwin of New Hanover County, North Carolina, in 1801. Burgwin
guessed that Telemachus had run away in order to reunite with his wife, who had been
carried away with her mistress. 236 In 1849, a nine-month-old enslaved child named
Ulysses was transported by ship from Baltimore to New Orleans to be sold. 237
The bath scene in Homer’s Odyssey is perhaps the paradigmatic scene of
recognition or anagnorisis in Western literature, and like the stories told in the postemancipation period, hinges on the misrecognition of kin and the discovery of a scar.
Odysseus had been gone for twenty years, and when he returned home to Ithaca in
disguise, his own family did not recognize him. As a courtesy to the traveler, Odysseus’s
wife Penelope ordered the enslaved woman Eurycleia to bath the visitor’s feet. While
performing this service, Eurycleia notices a scar on the stranger’s thigh, a scar which was
instantly and intimately familiar to her:
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This scar the old dame, when she had taken the limb in the flat of her hands, knew
by the touch, and she let fall the foot. ..Then upon her soul came joy and grief in
one moment, and both her eyes were filled with tears and the flow of her voice
was checked. But she touched the chin of Odysseus, and said: “Verily thou art
Odysseus, dear child, and I knew thee not…” 238
The enslaved woman Eurycleia had not known her master by sight, but she knew his
childhood scar well—so well that she had recognized it by touch. Eurycleia had served as
Odysseus’s nurse during his childhood, and had bathed him countless times. Once she
felt the scar, Eurycleia knew the visitor was Odysseus and, Homer tells us, the “truth be
made manifest.”
Two thousand years after Homer’s poem was recorded, a strikingly similar story
of anagnorisis was written down in Arkansas. Like Homer’s Odyssey, this nineteenthcentury version also began as an oral recitation, only this time it was an interview with a
formerly enslaved woman who had been born in Mississippi. This one, like those told by
Horton and Daughtery, hinged on the dislocations of the slave trade. Lizzie Johnson, a
woman who was interviewed in Arkansas but born in Mississippi, recounted a story
strikingly similar to the very locus classicus of dramatic recognition drawn from Homer.
Johnson began her interview by describing how her mother and grandmother were sold
and never saw any of their family again. She goes on to recount a story she had heard:
“My stepfather said he knowed a man married a woman after freedom and found out she
was his mother. He had been sold from her when he was a baby. . . .He had a scar on his
thigh she recollected. The scar was right there when he was grown. That brought up more
talk and they traced him up to be her own boy.” 239 Lizzie Johnson’s story bears a
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surprising resemblance to the Odyssey because in both cases, the revealing scar is located
on the same part of the body: the man’s thigh. But, as Horton’s, Daughtery’s, and
Sneed’s stories indicate, there was a cluster of such stories. In these stories, the separation
of families through the domestic slave trade is directly linked to accidental incest and the
sudden recognition of long lost loved ones. 240 And beyond the homeric resonances,
accidental incest in and of itself contains an unmistakable echo of Greek tragedy,
Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex. Just like Oedipus, the boy in Lizzie Johnson’s story was
separated from his mother as an infant, cast out of his ancestral home with callousness
and disregard for his familial ties. Like in the Oedipal tragedy, a series of coincidences
lead the boy to marry his own mother without realizing it. 241
Even when the stories do not culminate with biological incest, the process of
suddenly recognizing kin via a scar points to the constant threat of misrecognition and
accidental incest. On published under the heading, “The Overseer Had a Bull Whip and
Marster Had a Strap,” does not rise to the crisis of biological incest, but the constituent
parts are plainly visible. The interview was conducted by Ophelia Settle Egypt while she
was working with the sociologist Charles Johnson as a researcher at Fisk University. 242
Egypt was among the first to conduct interviews with formerly enslaved people, and
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between 1929 and 1930 she interviewed more than one hundred people who had been
held in slavery. 243 Like so many of the interviews conducted with formerly enslaved
people, this one was shot through with descriptions about the domestic slave trade and its
consequences—consequences which ultimately hinged on a moment of anagnorisis
brought on by a scar.
In the interview “The Overseer Had a Bull Whip and Marster Had a Strap,” a
woman referred to as “Lu” begins by recounting the experience of being bought and sold
at eleven years old. Her mother had been sold away five years earlier, when Lu was six.
Lu’s prospective buyer examined her teeth and eyelids and then asked “Where’s your
mother?” Lu responded, “I don’t know where my mammy is, but I know her.” Lu’s new
owner pressed her again, asking if she would know her mother if she saw her. Lu again
insisted “Yes, sir, I would know her; I don’t know where she is but I would know her.”
Decades later, after emancipation when Lu was married with children of her own, she
welcomed a woman who knocked on her door. Like Odysseus, the woman had been on a
long and arduous journey, perhaps decades-long. She had crossed a river, walked three
miles down the pike before being told to go back the way she came, she sought shelter
which was denied, sought shelter which was given, and finally walked the remaining
miles to Lu’s house in the pouring rain. When Lu came to the door, the stranger, who had
a boy with her, asked “You don’t know me?”
Lu invited the travelers in from the rain but said she had not made their
acquaintance. The woman came inside and again asked Lu if she knew her, but Lu
243
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insisted she did not. The boy said, “This is your mother, and I’m your brother.” Lu
responded “No, my mother’s sold and my brothers are dead. . . You’re none of my
mammy.” She went on, echoing the childhood declaration she had made to her owner
decades earlier, “I know my mammy.” But, as Lu described, “then [the woman] took the
bundle off her head and tock [sic] off her hat, and I saw that scar on her face.” (emphasis
added) Lu remembered that her mother had a scar over her eye, she remembered that “she
got it fighting white folks.” When Lu saw the scar, she told Egypt, “Child, look like I had
wings: I hollered for everybody.” 244 The flow of Lu’s voice was not caught in her throat
as Eurycleia’s had been. Though faces change over time, memories inevitably fade, and
kin are separated, scars could serve as powerful jolts of recalling, time capsules in the
form of bodily disfigurement. Because of their very nature as largely permanent and
directly embodied, scars could serve as signposts of long lost loved ones.

Scars of Slavery
In many contexts, literary and cultural, scars can be mobilized and interpreted as
keys to truth, recognition, history, memory, and identity. Of course for the history of
slavery, scars have a multilayered significance which includes the physical evidence of
routine torture by slaveholders and overseers. But that was not the only meaning attached
to scars for enslaved people of African descent. Equiano wrote that ritual scarring in
Africa served as a “specimen of nation,” something that communicated who you were,
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where you were from, and your social status. 245 Michael Gomez writes of “country
marks,” ritual scarifications which for enslaved people and slaveholders served as
identifiers of a slave’s place of origin. 246 Similary in WPA interviews and slave
narratives too, scars can serve to reveal someone’s true identity and familial relationship,
qualities that were routinely obscured and forcefully erased by the commercial
dislocations of slavery and the domestic slave trade.
Given the numbers of enslaved people who were sold during their lifetimes, and
the number of enslaved families who were affected by forced migration of, it should not
be surprising that testimony from former slaves is punctuated by scenes of the trade, and
likewise that these stories often focused on what the trade did to enslaved families. These
stories are haunted by questions of finding and recognition, not just how to find family
members but how to recognize them if, against all odds, you did find them. Scars, then,
become important; important as permanent bodily markers which could cut through
decades of separation and potentially mitigate the dramatic familial disruptions that the
slave trade entailed. Scars become important given the density of the breaks in familial
knowledge amongst the enslaved.
As in The Odyssey and the story of Lu in Tennessee, scars could sometimes lead
to a joyous revelation and reunion. William Henry Singleton, in his narrative
Recollections of My Slavery Days, writes that he was sold away from his family when he
was four years old. Henry’s father was his master’s brother, and this lead to “ trouble
between my master and his brother over me and as my presence on the plantation was
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continually reminding them of something they wanted to forget my master sold me to get
me out of the way.” Singleton informs the reader that “Such breaking up of families and
parting of children from their parents was quite common in slavery days.” 247 Henry ran
away when he was seven years old, and made his way back to the Singleton plantation in
New Bern, North Carolina. Coincidentally, the first door Henry approached was that of
his mother’s cabin. “But of course,” he writes, “I did not know my mother.” He did not
recognize her, and she did not recognize him, but then Henry’s older brother Hardy came
to the door. Hardy told his mother that the boy was their Henry. Their mother doubted the
declaration, reminding her older son that Henry was “nothing but a baby” when he was
sold away; how could he possibly find his way back? “I won’t believe it’s Henry except I
can see a scar on the back of his neck where he was burned...if it is there now, I will
believe it is Henry.” The scar was there sure enough, and now reunited, Henry’s mother
successfully hid her son in her cabin for three years before he was found and sold away
again.
Sometimes scars could serve as conduits to precious information about family
members, even if they did not reveal the relation directly. Virginia Davis told of her
grandmother, who was sold at auction in Memphis: “She said her mother, father, the
baby, her brother and two sisters and herself was sold, divided out and separated.
Grandma said one of her sisters had a suckling baby. She couldn’t keep it from crying.
They stopped and made her give it away…” Years later, Davis’s grandmother was living
in Menifee, Arkansas, and a man came to her house. He had a unique scar on his arm.

William Henry Singelton, Recollections of My Slavery Days (Peekskill, N.Y.: Highland Democrat Co.
Print, 1922), 4 .
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The man had been at the same slave auction in Memphis Tennessee decades earlier, and
remembered things that Davis’s grandmother did not. “He knowd where they all went.
Her sister was Mary Wright at Milan, Tennessee. Grandma was twelve years old when
that sale come off. She shouted and they cried. She couldn’t eat for a week.” 248 The
man’s scar cuts across the chaos of the slave trade.
But for a few stories of family reunification, scars are paradigmatic emblems of
slavery’s evils. 249 Frederick Douglass wrote that John A. Collins, a member of the
Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, would introduce Douglass as “a graduate from the
peculiar institution. . . with my diploma written on my back.” 250 Douglass himself would
address audiences saying “I stand before you with the marks of the slave-driver’s whip,”
and wrote of the “whip-scarred millions.” 251 Scars were routinely listed and described in
detail in runaway slave advertisements; identifying marks to aid in a fugitive’s capture. 252
A famous photograph of the severely scarred back of a man named Gordon has
unquestionably become one of the most potent signifiers and stand-ins for the institution
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of slavery itself. 253 Reproduced widely in the nineteenth century and today, the
familiarity of this image is such that its reproduction here would seem gratuitous.
Scarring was also seen as a useful “tell” for slave buyers; scars could signify a
“rebellious” slave who had required severe punishment from a previous owner. 254 The
enslaved body, scarred from brutal whippings, could become a visual manifestation of
slaveholder domination, a “vehicle by which and through which this slavemaster’s power
[was] publicly displayed.” 255 But scars could also visibly testify to an enslaved person’s
resilience and resistance. There are many references to scars in slave narratives and WPA
interviews, and mostly they are talked about in the context of slaveholders’ physical
abuse. What made scars central to all these narratives—of abuse, resilience, and
anagnorisis—is their permanence. They were everlasting parts of the bodies of formerly
enslaved people, providing both a shocking demonstration of the depredations of slavery
and also permanent indexes of identity. When scars appear in the WPA interviews in the
context of anagnorisis, however, they are usually forbearers of awful realizations. 256
There was an anxiety among the enslaved and formerly enslaved that all of the
loss of kin and mixing up of family members that occurred during slavery would lead to
incest. Georgina Gibbs, for instance, said that her owner had about five hundred slaves,
and that he would buy more but would never sell any because that kept slaves from
Abolitionists distributed cartes de visite of Gordon’s back, and Harper’s Weekly published a story about
him which featured a large illustration of the image. (Harper’s, 1863) Many newspapers wrote about
Gordon’s scarred back.
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marrying in their families. Gibbs immediately, almost instinctively, connected the buying
and selling of slaves to the dangerous risk of incest. Interestingly, Gibbs’s assertion that
her owners’ involvement in the domestic slave trade prevented incest is contrasted with
an episode she recounted later in her interview. Gibbs continued, “My father told me dere
wuz once a mastah who sold a slave woman and her son. Many years after dis, de woman
married. One day when she wuz washing her husband’s back. De woman membered de
scar. Et wuz de scar her mastah had put on her son. Course dey didn’t stay married, but
de woman wouldn’t ever let her son leave her.” 257 In this case, the slave owner had
literally scared the child’s body, presumably through whipping, some other physical
punishment, or branding. The degree of scarring inflicted by the owner far exceeds the
initial physical mark, however, as the owner’s behavior ultimately lead years later to an
incestuous union. Because the owner had separated the mother and her young child
through sale, the owner laid the groundwork for the traumatic (emotionally scarring?)
realization that the woman had married her own son. This incest would not have been
possible if the mother and child had been kept together. Ironically, the owner in this case
also laid the groundwork for the recognition of incest by scarring the child through
physical violence.
Just as families were scattered across a wide geographical area, the stories of
accidental incest and recognition were geographically diffused. 258 Gibbs was from
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Virginia, but a man named Henry Brown from South Carolina told almost an identical
story. A boy was sold from his mother when he was about eight years old. After slavery
had ended and the boy had grown into adulthood, he met a woman who he liked and they
were married. They were married for a month when one night they started to tell each
other of their experiences during slavery and how many times they were bought and sold.
The man told his wife how he had been sold away from his mother, and how his owner
had branded the enslaved infants he owned when they were a year old. As Brown
described, “when he showed her he bran’ she faints cause she then realizes that she had
married her son.” 259 Again there is a double scarring inflicted by the slave owner, the
branding of a baby and the sale of that child from his mother at such a young age that the
two could meet years later and not know they were related by blood. Eurycleia’s feeling
upon recognizing her master is described as “joy and grief in one moment,” which is
perhaps how these scar stories in ex-slave testimonies could be understood.
Another cruel and ironic perversion of the fantasy of family reunification was
recounted by Tom Epps, who had been enslaved in Virginia. He describes a family who
was beset by compounding coincidences, and who experienced the “joy and grief”
encapsulated in anagnorisis after slavery. The beginning of the story is familiar, familial
separation through sale sets the stage:
De Bother was sold to one trader, her son to another, and de baby daughter to a
third. After de war Bess [the baby daughter] walked all de way from Georgia to
Richmond looking fo’ her mother and her older brother. But she couldn’t fin’ ‘e,.
Den dere was a man who ast her to marry him an’ she did. Pretty soon dey had
into the circuits of individual storytellers’ minds long before elderly ex-slaves’ powers of recollection
started to fade.” Baptist, “‘Stol’ and Fetched Here’: Enslaved Migration, Ex-Slave Narratives, and
Vernacular History,” in Edward Baptist and Stephanie M.H. Camp (eds.), New Studies in the History of
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two chillun, both of em boys. One day de husband come home happy and excited
cause he done foun his own mother. De nex day when she come to live wid him
an Bess, de mother knowed Bess right away, but she didn’t say nothin, ceptin she
was mighty glad to know her. But de mother couldn’t keep it to herself, and she
ole em dat she was de mother to dem both, and they was brother an sister. Dey
was sick over it, but dey really was in love so dey cided to stay married. Pretty
soon arter day de mother died, cause she couldn’t stan seeing her son and
daughter livin wid each other. 260
The husband had returned “happy and excited” because, against all odds, he had
successfully located his mother who he had been separated from in childhood.
Unbeknownst to this man, he had also found his sister and had married her. When the
mother realizes what has happened, the knowledge literally kills her. Like Jocasta, the
mother in Oedipus Rex, this woman seemingly willed her own death. But for the siblings,
there is more ambiguity. There is a horror at the recognition of incest; they are “sick over
it.” But there is some comfort at the same time in that family members have found each
other and loved each other, even though their love transgressed the social and biblical
prohibitions of incest. Still, this homecoming provokes the death of the matriarch, the
reuniting of the family brings about the death of the family. Any joy in the reunion must
exist in a twisted, gnarled formation, one befitting the aftermath of an institution which
was, after all, finely tuned to disregard and disrupt enslaved families.
Many formerly enslaved people who recounted a story of anagnorisis and
accidental incest connected this occurrence directly to the workings of the domestic slave
trade. They did not attribute accidental incest to a freak cosmic coincidence, so much as
they described it as an almost expected outcome of the systemic separation of family
members through the slave trade. In some interviews, a general description of the trade
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accompanies the recounting of accidental incest. Richard Carruthers explained that
“sometime nigger folks git so mixed up about who kin to who, they marry their own
sister or brother.” He went on to outline the process of family separation through sale that
lead to this profound mixing up of kin. “When they buy slaves, they take the mamma and
leave the little folks, then when the chillen growed up, they take a sister and leave a
brother, like that.” This lead, almost logically, to accidental incestuous couplings.
“Sometime when a nigger marry his sister, they find out this way. One night they gits to
talking. She say, ‘One time my brother had a fight and he git a awful scar over his left
ear. It long and slick and no hair grow there.’ He say, ‘See this scar over my left ear? It
long and slick and no sign of a hair.’ They she say, ‘Lawd God help us po’ niggers. You
is my brother!’ It happen like that. Many a time I see it, and that the gospel truth.” 261
This was not a singular problem that plagued one family. Carruthers insisted that he had
seen it many times, and he was not alone in testifying to the frequency of what was
seemingly a statistical anomaly.
The frequency of accidental incest that these formerly enslaved people attested to
speaks to the systematic role the slave trade played in inadvertent endogamy. Like
Carruthers, Fannie Moore, who had been enslaved in North Carolina, first described how
the slave trade functioned. When the speculator came, Moore explained, all the slaves
started shaking because no one knew who was going to be sold and taken away from their
families. Sometimes the speculator would take people and sell them on the block.
According to Moore, the “breed woman” always brought more money than the rest of the
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slaves, even more than the men. “When dey put her on de block dey put all her chillun
aroun her to show folks how has she can hab chillun. When she sold her family nebber
see her agin. She nebber know how many chillun she hab. Some time she hab colored
chillun an’ sometimes white. . .” Moore continued her story and arrived at the inevitable
conclusion: “Many boys and girls marry dey own brothers and sisters an’ nebber know de
difference lest they get to talkin’ bout dey parents and where dey uster lib.” 262
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Figure 6. Fannie Moore, Age 88. North Carolina United States, 1936. Between 1936 and
1938. Photograph. Library of Congress, Manuscript Division.
Like Richard Carruthers from Texas and Fannie Moore from North Carolina,
Eugene Wesley Smith, who was enslaved in Georgia, connected endemic inadvertent
incest to the basic workings of the slave trade. Smith said that he had read in the
newspaper that a woman claimed slaves were never sold in the old market in Augusta,
but that he had seen the buying and selling of slaves there with his own eyes. “They put
them up on something like a table, bid ‘em off just like you would horses or cows.”
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Smith referred to two speculators in particular, Tom Heckle and a man named Wilson.
“They would sell your mother from the children. That was the reason so many colored
people married their sisters and brothers, not knowing until they got to talking about it.
One would say, ‘I remember my grandmother,’ and another would say, ‘that’s my
grandmother,’ then they’d find out they were sister and brother.” 263 Like Carruthers and
Moore, Smith describes accidental incest as commonplace. By outlining how the trade
functioned, he is explaining why “so many” slaves and former slaves married their family
members. The way Smith describes accidental sibling marriage, he almost takes for
granted that his interviewer would have been familiar with this frequent occurrence. Any
working knowledge of how the trade worked, in Smith’s estimation, would lead one to
appreciate the inevitability of incest.
Some of the stories of accidental incest and anagnorisis involve specifics. Smith’s
descriptions of the trade are fairly detailed and fine grained, he refers to specific
speculators and recounts how discoveries of unintended incest were brought on by
seemingly innocuous conversations. Still the overall impression has the air of a parable:
“this is what happens when you sell people as if they were animals and steal children
away from their parents.” The story of an enslaved man from Louisiana named Pierre
Aucuin is considerably more embellished and particularized. The account, given by
another Louisiana ex-slave named Tone De Bell, was described in great detail and
classified by De Bell as “essentially true,” told first to De Bell by another ex-slave. Pierre
Aucuin was sold away from Lafourche, near Napoleonville Louisiana, when he was two
263
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years old. Years later, he married a woman named Tamerant, who had also been born at
Lafourche, and they had three children together. He needed a haircut one day and when
his barber was unavailable, his wife Tamerant undertook the job. Looking intently at her
husband’s scalp with her scissors in hand, a scar jogged her memory in that way that
only scars seem to do. Tamerant said, “this scar on the back of your head sets me athinkin’ way back when I was a gal . . . I had a little brother then. He was ‘bout two years
younger dan me . . . de master sold my little brother from us, and five years later they
sold me from my ma and pa. Since then I ain’t seen none of my folks.” Tamerant then
returns to the mark on her husband’s head, and why it jolted her memory: “But dis is
what I wants to tell you ‘bout de scar. One day my little brother and me was playin’, and
he hit me and hurt me. I took an oyster shell and cut him on the back of his head right
where you got that scar.” Pierre shot up from his chair, “his eyes bulged almost out of
their sockets. . . a man entranced with nightmare,” he looked like he had seen a ghost. He
then told his wife, “I is dat little brother you cut in de head, Tamerant!” 264 The dramatic
flourishes and recreated dialogue notwithstanding, the story of Pierre and Tamerant
Aucuin shares the same skeleton as more than a dozen others.
The degree of specificity in Aucuin’s story makes it something of an outlier, most
of the remembrances of accidental incest recounted by ex-slaves have a more abstract,
allegorical quality, generally devoid of names or identifying geographical details. Wesley
Burrell, from McLennan County, Texas, told of a boy who was traded away from his
mother when he was young, and “after he was grown he was sold back to de same master
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an’ married to his own mother.” The mother realized this because she asked her husband
why he had a certain scar on his head, and when he began to tell her the story “she fainted
‘cause it was her own son.” 265 Harriet Smith, who was also from Texas, was interviewed
in 1941 as part of the government’s effort to continue interviews after the FWP had
concluded. Again the basic plot was the same: a woman’s young son had been sold from
her, after freedom he met his mother and the two married without realizing they were
kin. 266 Minnie Folkes, from Virginia, put it simply when she said, “An’ whole heap of
families lost sight of each other. I know of a case whar after hit wuz ten years a brother
an’ sister lived side by side an’ didn’t know dey wuz blood kin.” 267 Eliza Suggs was born
after slavery, but in her narrative Shadow and Sunshine she recounted a story from her
mother, who was born enslaved. Her mother, like many others, begins with the outlines
of the trade, “I have seen the little baby taken from its mother’s breast and sold hundreds
of miles away, never to be seen or heard of again.” She continues by describing a mother
who lived nearby who had a son sold away when he was about two years old. She was
never able to get any trace of him afterward, but after the war she met and loved a man
who she married. One day, she noticed a peculiar scar on his head, and she told him about
her lost son who had a similar scar. They investigated and realized that he was her long
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lost son. From Texas to Virginia and almost every state in between, formerly enslaved
people and their descendents were telling the same story.
These fifteen stories of incest, the slave trade, familial separation, sometimes
scars, sometimes names, have a lot of truth to them, even if they were often filtered
through a stepfather, or a parent, or stepparent (ultimately through a WPA interviewer or
Ophelia Settle Egypt), and even if most of them were vague and lacked specifics which
could be “authenticated” or proved. The homologies with Greek epics and tragedies also
makes these stories tempting to discount—as if they were fiction. Maybe the idea of a
scar as conduit for anagnorisis is elemental to human storytelling, something like a
“mytheme” of the type Levi-Strauss articulated. Maybe the stories speak to the capacity
for the human body to provide some ultimate measure of truth even when worldly
circumstances seem to obscure it. And yet, there is a truth to these stories. While they do
not provide direct information into the specific lives of individuals, there is a larger truth
here about how slavery dysregulated, obscured, and even weaponized biological kinship
among enslaved people, and how that dysregulation was experienced in the decades after
emancipation. Truth about how blood ties became landmines, loose ends from slavery’s
disrupted familial orientations which threatened to disrupt and destroy new families years
after the nominal end of slavery. These stories demonstrate that slaveholders were in the
business not only of owning people, extorting labor, laying the groundwork for a
capitalist state, but also of manufacturing incestuous sexual relationships, (and that these
processes were one in the same) whether by their own hand or at their own direction. The
core of this stories—that the internal slave trade erased kinship ties and forced
freedpeople to reckon with that erasure—is true even if one particular story did not
128

happen. Maybe it did, maybe a woman married her own son after emancipation, not
knowing their mistake until she saw a scar on his thigh. But the significant of these
stories does not come through their relationship to archivally verifiable facts, rather from
what they tell us about the lived experience of the post-slave trade family and postemancipation kinship.

“She must be living somewhere in the world”: Information Wanted
Many of the stories that formerly enslaved people told about the trade, about the
crises of lost family members, highlighted slaveholders’ culpability in creating those
situations, situations where incest was inevitable. Of course, slaveholders were the
architects of the whole business. The end of slavery brought with it great losses for the
planter class, losses of wealth and property in human beings, but also the loss of a social
system which many slaveholders compared to a familial arrangement. And yet,
slaveholders did not lose family members, they engineered the familial separations of the
enslaved. The planter class had no choice but to reckon with their own losses. But while
they sometimes reflected on the sales of the people that they had once owned, many
planters who did put pen to paper on the subject did not seem tortured by the familial
ruptures they had caused. One St. Helena planter revisited an 1845 diary entry in which
he had written of his feelings of regret at selling away some of his slaves and causing
children to be separated from their parents. When he looked back on the entry, adding a
new notation in 1864, he wrote that if he had known that all of his slaves would have
been set free, he, along with all the members of his class “would have gladly put them all
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in their pockets.” 268 This former slaveholder “regretted his regret,” as Heather Williams
puts it. 269
Many members of the planter class, however, never seemed to have any regret to
begin with, and the loss of their financial and interpersonal power hardly engendered
contrition. In a diary entry from November, 1857, Gertrude Thomas described a slave
named Isabella: “I have had so many trials with her that with my consent I don’t think I
shall ever have her for a house servant. I would like her sold and a good steady woman
bought in her place... and yet it is strange—that to this girl I have a feeling amounting
nearer to attachment that to any servant I have ever met with in my life…” Isabella was
eventually sold to a speculator. On the same page of the diary, there is a note at the
bottom margin, written years later in 1879: “I wonder whatever became of Issabela [sic].
She was afterwards sold and I have never seen her since—she must be living somewhere
in the world, and perhaps she may be suffering but I scarcely think so. I hope not. Aug
1879.”
Rereading the pages of her diary more than twenty years later, Thomas, the
former, fallen plantation “mistress”—now bankrupt and broken and working—recalled
the woman named Isabella whom she had felt such fondness for. Thomas remembered a
woman who had served as a baby nurse for her son, Turner Clanton, a woman who
Thomas may have (subconsciously) named her own daughter after. 270 She remembered a
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woman whom her family sold (at Thomas’s own direction) to a slave trader, because
Thomas believed Isabela had stolen flour, a bar of soap, and had later run away 271. Of
course Thomas had not seen Isabella since her sale, of course she had no idea where she
was. Isabella’s family probably had no idea where she was either. The slave trade
scattered people, separated them from their families and friends, and did so in ways that
made it almost impossible to find relatives, reconstruct family ties, or even recognize
long lost blood relations. Even the power of the slaveholder, or the former slaveholder
even, could not overcome the profound dislocations of the trade.
At the same time that Gertrude Thomas was considering the whereabouts of
Isabella, formerly enslaved people themselves were engaged not in idle speculation about
where someone ended up, but instead in actively and tirelessly trying to find, recognize,
and reunite families that had been broken apart by the trade. Enslaved family members
were scattered for many reasons: sold for outright profit driven speculation, property
division, punishment for “undesirable” behavior (as in Isabella’s case, for stealing
luxuries like soap and flour), sold to pay off an owner’s debts, or because a particular
light-skinned slave embodied proof of slaveholder infidelity and the “mistress” couldn’t
bear the sight of the child. 272 These reasons—as numerous as they could be capricious—
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did not change the post-emancipation reality: individuals were disconnected from their
kin, but now able to attempt to reconnect, to find their lost connections.
In an attempt to undo the undoing of the slave trade, thousands of freedpeople
placed ads in black newspapers and church-sponsored publications, hoping to find
relatives lost in the transactions and dislocations of the domestic slave trade. 273 The
Southwestern Christian Advocate published more of these ads than any other paper, they
appeared under the section heading “Lost Friends.” 274 The ads explicate both the
mechanisms of the trade, how, why, and when people were sold, what the trade did to
enslaved families, and freedpeoples’ determination to remedy the damage. As Heather
Williams notes, “placing an ad required an expenditure of time, effort, and hope. . .For
some publications the ads also cost money for people who had so little.” 275 Even though
the likelihood of finding one’s people was incredibly small, many freedpeople felt
compelled at least, to try.
The ads were attempts at remediation, attempts to avoid the pain of permanent
separation from family members, but also attempts at overcoming the erasures of the
slave trade. Unlike the many scar stories—in which people accidentally and sometimes
tragically discovered their kin—these were attempts to purposefully rebuild kinship
network in the wake of emancipation.
People who placed ads wrote short descriptions which chronicled the destruction of the
trade, but with a defined purpose. They included all of the information they had available
See Williams, Help Me to Find My People, 153-168.
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to them which might aid in locating loved ones: any family names they remembered,
locations where sales took place, the names of owners, the names of speculators. The
fungibility of enslaved peoples’ surnames comes up repeatedly in these ads, hence the
inclusive of “the more stable names of the men and women who had owned or traded
them.” 276 The people who placed these ads recounted how they were sold to traders, sold
after the death of an owner, sold at young ages, sold to large trading posts, sold to
different people than their family members were, sold several times in their lifetimes.
One woman living in Texas recounted the names of her parents and siblings along with
the names of the man who her mother was sold to, who she was sold to, the trader her
brother was sold to, and concluded, “I cannot tell where any of my kin people went.” 277
Another man remembered the names of three of his sisters but said that he “left two or
three other sisters behind but I can not think of their names. I was small when I left North
Carolina.” He also chronicled his own name changes based on different owners he had
had. 278 Another wrote of his mother’s sale to a trader when he was quite young, and how
he had never seen her again. 279 A woman named Sallie Crump placed an ad in hopes of
finding information about her children, “any information leading to the discovery of these
long-lost children will bring gladness to a worthy mother’s heart,” the ad said. 280
Caroline Rhodes exemplified the determination of many freedpoeple to find their
families. She placed this ad on December 4, 1879:
Mr. Editor—I desire to inquire through your valuable paper about my relations. I
was bred and born in Virginia, but am unable to name the county, for I was so
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young that I don’t recollect it; but I remember I lived twelve miles from a town
called Danville. My master was James Ferrill, and my mistress Martha Ferrill. I
was sold to his brother, a speculator, whose name was Wm. Ferrill, and was
brought to Mobile at the age of 10 years. To my recollection my father’s name
was Joseph, and my mother’s Milly, my brother’s Anthony, and my sister’s
Maria. We all belonged to James Ferrill, except one sister, Julia, and I don’t know
who she belonged to. Any information of the above named persons will be
thankfully received. My name was Annie Ferrill, but my owners changed my
name to Caroline Rodes. All Christian papers please copy, and all preachers in
charge will please assist me in finding my long lost friends. 281
On September 10th, 1880, Rodes placed a stripped down version of the ad, more direct,
less pretense, no flattering words for the publication. Rodes was one of many people who
placed their ads repeatedly. Rodes’ ad was not the only one which reads like an
encapsulation of all that the trade did to dismantle families. Isabella Dunlap wrote that
she “wanted to inquire for my mother, who was sold from me when I was a baby.” Her
mother, Dunlap explained, was sold to speculators, leaving behind Isabella and her
brother. She was sold with a baby in her arms but was forced to leave to other children
behind, children so young that Isabella described that she herself had been a baby at the
time. She wrote, “I was not large enough to know anything about it. I can only speak of
the information I can get.” 282 Rosa Wills’ ad is, like all of the advertisements of this type,
another poignant dispatch from the front lines of the post-emancipation experience for
enslaved people:
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Figure 7. Rosa Wills’ Lost Friend ad, The Southwestern Christian Advocate, February 1,
1883. Louisiana State University Libraries Special Collections, Hill Memorial Library.
If the effects of the slave trade amounted to a massive erasure of familial
knowledge and disruption of family ties, the post-emancipation period involved a
reckoning with that erasure that lasted for decades and stretched across generations. Part
of the lived reality of the post-erasure moment involved coming to terms with the
possibility that the processes of commodification—the slave trade, the uncertainty of
names and personal knowledge, the lack of legally recognized familial bonds among
enslaved people— could lead to accidental incest. The stories that formerly enslaved
people and their children circulated about incidents of accidental incest speaks to that
aspect of the post-emancipation, post-erasure reality. The cautionary parables may have
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served to process the ways in which the trade mangled the enslaved family. Narratives
which described how the slave trade lead to family separation also served not only a
political purpose in the abolitionist cause, but can be understood as a restorative act of
bearing witness and a way of working through the enduring and ramifying trauma of the
slave trade. For many freedpeople, the black press and black churches offered some
semblance of hope—new public and printed forms less susceptible to the sudden
depredations that had plagued enslaved black communities in the past. The “Lost
Friends” ads, and thousands of other similar notices, were sent out into a world which
was unlikely to return anything to the seeker. The damage had been too great and, as the
scar stories suggest, the extent of that damage was only slowly being revealed. And yet,
the desire for the recovery of what was lost was so great that it nonetheless engendered a
hope that lost kin could still be located, and that through the press, through the sudden
recognition of kin, some of the familial connections could be reconstituted.
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CHAPTER 3: Boisterous Passions: The Fantasy of the Anti-Slavery Novel and Northern
Reform
In 1787 a new novel was published in London, Adventures of Jonathan Corncob,
Loyal American Refugee. The work is a picaresque story describing the traveling of the
eponymous protagonist, a native of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, as he wanders
through the English Atlantic, engaging in sexual impropriety and criminal behavior.
Though the identity of the author remains unknown, scholars have concluded “from
internal evidence” that the it was likely British naval officer who had traveled to the
colonies. 283 Surveying the British Atlantic, from Massachusetts to Barbados, it’s no
surprise that the book recounts the horrors of slavery—a prominent component of the
colonial landscape. But what is surprising is the way that the novel depicts slavery, not
only emphasizing its cruelty, but also shedding light on the underlying sexual and
reproductive dynamics that structured the institution. Explicit depictions of sexual
coercion, incest, and the so called whitewashing of black skin through sex rupture the
picaresque levity of the book, revealing the depravity at the heart of the slave system. Yet
despite this surprising turn, Corncob is in many ways typical. More than any preemancipation discourse, the novel depicted, described, analyzed, and theorized the role of
sexual assault, incest, and damaged kinship in slave system. Specifically the abolitionist
novel—a genre that flourished throughout the antebellum period—evinces a concentrated
exploration of the role of incest and slavery. While these texts have been long explored
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by literary scholars, historians have ignored this archive, dismissing the texts as both
merely fictional and as propagandistic—biased by their author’s abolitionist views.
Corncob’s peregrinations take him to Barbados, where he described how enslaved
Barbadians “composed of all different shades between the sable African and the pale
Quadroon” came onboard his ship “loaded with the most delicious tropical fruits, poultry,
vegetables, and all kinds of refreshments.” Here he connects the diversity of commodities
with the diversity of perceived skin tones—both reflecting the Caribbean cornucopia of
commodities to be desired. In keeping with the salacious nature of the book, Corncob has
sex an enslaved woman belonging to a friend, and the novel specifies that the enslaved
woman had been “borrowed” for his sexual gratification on account of her being a
“beauty of a somewhat lighter hue.” The novel performs both disgust and delectation at
this gruesome notion: “Though this extraordinary attention of the West-Indian [planter]
shocked the morality of my ideas, yet, as I have always made it a rule to conform to the
customs of the countries I visit, I invited the young mulatto girl to get into bed.” 284 There
is an implicit moral judgment, to be sure, though it doesn’t prevent the narrator from
participating in the sexual exploitation himself.
This tension between moral approbation and sexual titillation is endemic to the
genre of the slave novel. In her analysis of abolitionist discourse and melodrama, Saidiya
Hartman reframes our understanding of the techniques of anti-slavery writers. She
exposes how abolitionist texts, in their depictions of the evils of slavery, contained
sadistic fantasies that undermined the humanity of the enslaved at the same time that they
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overtly attempted to critique the institution.285 The same works that depicted the horrors
of slavery also relished them, just as Corncob simultaneously distances itself from the
practice and presents it for his readers. And while Corncob is not an abolitionist novel, it
is instructive, because it gets caught in the same dichotomies that Hartman recognizes—
both criticizing and perpetuating sadism and cruelty at the heart of slavery. What makes
Corncob an especially important precursor the abolitionist novel is the way it goes
beyond the narrator’s personal pleasure and disgust and attempts to describe the inner
sexual dynamics of slavery.
The next morning, Corncob’s host takes him to the house of the planter who had
“lent” the mulatto slave. It is there that Corncob witnesses the effects of
multigenerational incestuous abuse.
My friend took me the following morning to the house of a planter from whom he
had borrowed the mulatto girl. He was not at home, but we were, nevertheless,
ushered into an apartment, at one end of which was sitting an old negress,
smoking her pipe. Near her was an elderly mulatto woman; at a little distance was
a female still less tawny of complexion, called in the country, as I believe, a
mestee; and at the other end of the room I observed a yellow quadroon giving
suck to a child, which, though a little sallow, was as white as the children in
Europe generally are. I could not help remarking to the West Indian this regular
gradation of light and shade.
“This,” said he, “is the family of my friend, Mr. Winter; the three younger
females and the child are the progeny of the old negress.”
“And who are the fathers?”
“Mr. Winter himself is the father of them all,” replies he: “when he was
very young he had the mulatto woman by the negress; when the mulatto was
twelve years old, he took her for his mistress, and had by her the mestee. At about
the same age his intimacy with the mestee produced the quadroon, who had by
him a few months ago the white child you see in her arms. This is what is called
in this country washing a man’s self white, and Mr. Winter has the credit of
having washed himself white at a very early age, being at this time less than sixty
years old.”
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This complicated incest, and the coolness with which my friend spoke of
it, made me begin to think it no wonder that Barbados was subject to
hurricanes. 286
“Complicated incest,” indeed. The story is recounted without fanfare, the
incestuous family tree of the planter is laid out plainly as though there is an internal logic
to incest in the plantation system. The frank tone of Corncob’s host, reproduced without
much editorializing from the narrator, must have been shocking to readers of this
picaresque comedy. This episode is recounted in a chapter titled “the West-Indian way of
white-washing, or rather the true way of washing the blackamore white. Jonathan begins
to lose his good opinion of Barbados.” 287
Besides evincing many of the tropes of the abolitionist novel to come, there are
resonances here with several central texts in the cultural history of American slavery,
notably Jefferson’s illustration of the merino ram, a stand-in for a white man (maybe
Jefferson himself) who had sex with a county eew, a stand-in for a woman of African
descent (Sally Hemings). 288 There are also resonances with William Byrd’s
Commonplace Book, in which he described a West Indian planter who “boasted that he
has washt the black...white” though incest. Byrd describes how the man had a mulatto
daughter with one of his slaves. “Her he lay with, believing no man had so good a right to
gather the Fruit as he who planted it. By this he had another Daughter of the Portuguese
complexion and when she came to be 13 years old he again begot Issue female upon her
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Body, that was perfectly white; and very honourably descended.” 289 The notion of
“washing the blackamoor white” or “washing the Ethiopian white” comes from one of
Aesop’s Fables. In some versions of the fable, a black man tries to wash off his own
blackness, in others, the man’s owner makes him sick by trying to wash the pigment off
of his skin. This proverbial riddle was interpreted to mean that nature cannot be changed;
black people cannot become white. As Kathleen Brown puts it, “the anecdote’s appeal
consisted of its play on white male anxieties about sexual and racial potency and its
transgressive resolution of those fears. No longer an omnipotent force, nature, like the
African woman in the tale, succumbed to the wiles of a morally dissolute colonial planter.
Sexual virility and willingness to violate incest taboos enabled such men not only to
outwit nature but to ensure their own racial dominance, effacing any trace of African
parentage in their descendants.” 290 Engaging in incestuous sex goes against what is
deemed natural in two ways; it eschews the incest taboo, and it leads to the seeming
impossibility of changing blackness into whiteness over time. The “wicked West Indian”
and the planter in Corncob both turn to incest, just as Jefferson did in his metaphor of the
merino ram. This is not coincidental.
There was something in the collective consciousness that recognized that the
workings of slavery lead, with a certain logical progression, to incest. These echoes are
not an original observation. There is no consensus on whether or not the author of
Corncob even traveled to Barbados, or whether he pieced together anecdotes from
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written accounts and stories he heard. If he did in fact have firsthand knowledge of
slavery and its workings, it is possible that there was a real family who inspired the scene.
If not, if the author concocted this circumstance to literally dramatize the fable (as Byrd’s
West Indian did), it still important and revealing. The conditions of slavery, replete with
sexual exploitation of enslaved women, and marked by commonplace sexual relations
between slave owners and the enslaved, seemed—to this author at least—to be ripe for
incestuous abuse.
It is precisely because slavery’s incest was novelized that it has remained the
domain of literary theorists and has eluded historians. There have been occasional
references, but no systematic analysis. Ed Baptist, for instance, wrote of “the motifs of
incest and/or oedipal competition.” 291 Marisa Fuentes, in her chapter on Rachael
Polgreen (a free woman of color who was born to an enslaved African mother and white
master and father) observes that “her incestuous experiences have remained encapsulated
within a novel. . . but consequently outside the historian's’ critical gaze.” 292 The novel
that Fuentes describes, Creoleana, catalogued how Polgreen’s father/owner, William
Lauder, repeatedly made “unsuccessful attempts on her chastity.” As Creoleana’s
author, J.W. Orderson, posits, the act of attempted father/daughter incestuous rape was a
distillation of slavery’s evils. The fact that a father would try to rape his own enslaved
daughter was “damning proof how debasing to the human mind is the power given us
over our fellow creatures by holding them in bondage!” Orderson further elucidates the
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perverted kinship dynamics which strangled familial order in a slave society: “The ties of
consanguinity were all merged in the authority of the master, and he saw but the slave in
his own daughter!” 293
Anti-slavery writers were pointing out the evils of slavery in both advertent and
inadvertent ways. As much as there was a sadistic/racist aspect to the abolitionist fiction,
these writers really did believe in its power to unmake slavery—they really did think it
had the power to effect change. The review of Mary Denison’s Old Hepsy (another
abolitionist novel hinging on an intricate incest plot) written in the abolitionist journal
National Era, asked: “Does the frequent issue of these Anti-slavery tales indicate the
progressive power of this great cause among our population? We must believe it, and also
that, even though clad in the guise of fiction, many of the truths so garbed—read, as they
no doubt will be, by numbers from the South—must exert a power to make them feel the
debasing and injurious operation of a system so full of outrage.” 294 So abolitionist fiction
was part of the unmaking of slavery just as much as it was part of it. As Lincoln is
reported to have said upon meeting Harriet Beecher Stowe, “So you’re the little woman
who wrote the book that started this great war.” Abolitionist writers thought their work
had the power to effect change and they were “certain that fiction could provide honest
depictions of slavery’s sins.” 295 And the novels did expose something real, and did seem
to affect real change in public sentiment.
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Abolitionists understood that “fictional representations of slavery...served an
important function in transmitting the abolitionist message,” especially to Northern white
women. 296 One contemporary observer remarked on an anti-slavery novel’s potential to
“find its way into the hearts of thousands of fashionable females, who would read nothing
related to slavery in any other form.” 297 Female abolitionists including Angelina Grimke
and Harriet Beecher Stowe made a point of encouraging their audiences to empathize
with women, particularly mothers, who lived in bondage. 298 This complication raises the
question of whether Anti-slavery novelists understood the power that fiction could have
to emotionally guide readers who did not have first-hand experiences of slavery.
Subsequently they sought to foster white readers’ identification with enslaved people, to
depict graphic and heart wrenching scenes of bodily pain, whipping, suicide, and
sentimentalized familial separation in order to instill a shared sense of humanity and
engender empathy. If white readers could understand the experiences of the enslaved and
see that the institution of slavery violated domestic values and precepts they held dear,
they might be motivated to fight against the inhumanity of the institution.
This identification employed the larger genre of the sentimental novel for
explicitly political aims. As Hartman argues, however, “empathic identification is
complicated” because “it cannot be extricated from the economy of chattel slavery with
which [it] is at odds.” Formally depicting, artistically inhabiting, and emotionally
identifying with enslaved characters was not the same as owning slaves, but it was
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nonetheless “facilitated by a kind of possession or occupation of the captive body” that
was derived from slavery. As Hartman writes, “the desire to don, occupy, or possess
blackness or the black body as a sentimental resource and/or locus of excess enjoyment is
both founded upon and enabled by the material relations of chattel slavery.” 299 Hartman
was not the first scholar to observe the cultural and racial isomorphisms between antislavery writing and slaveholding itself. As Karen Sanchez-Eppler writes in her 1988
article, “The horrific events narrated in these tales attract precisely to the extent that
buyers of these representations of slavery are fascinated by the abuses they ostensibly
oppose. For despite their clear abolitionist stance, such stories are fueled by the allure of
bondage, an appeal which suggests that the valuation of depictions of slavery may rest
upon the same psychic ground as slaveholding itself.” 300 Writing from the comfortable
parlors of New England, abolitionists and their readers were nevertheless ensnared within
the same modes of usurpation that underwrote the domestic slave trade.
Abolitionists were caught up in the logic of the institution they were trying to
destroy. In the antebellum United States, there was no geographical area untouched by
slavery, no place “outside of slavery” from which one could write or speak about it.
Slavery was a national institution; bondage was the bedrock of economic development;
slavery defined freedom. 301 For white writers in the North, the fictionally represented
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landscape of the slave South served as a perfect staging ground for cathartic
dramatizations of pain and pleasure. Anti-slavery writers’ and audiences’ identification
with enslaved characters was premised on the fact that slaves had been rendered fungible
and accessible by the market. As Hartman argues, “the punitive pleasures yielded through
the figurative possession of blackness cannot be disentangled from the bodily politics of
chattel slavery. Blackness facilitated prohibited explorations, tabooed associations,
immodest acts, and bawdy pleasures.” 302 There are deep structural tensions in antislavery writing, a push-and-pull between engagement and effacement, between self and
other, enactment and distance—tensions that needed to be maintained in order to both sell
the books and emotionally guide the reader. These internal tensions are most visible in
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abolitionist discourses when the texts linger on immodest, illicit, and often explicitly
taboo sexual relationships. 303
What are these tabooed association and immodest acts that anti-slavery writers
gravitated towards? Incest and miscegenation. Scholars of nineteenth century literature
have noted that miscegenation was an “essential motif of virtually all antislavery fiction,”
and that “the incest theme is everywhere in miscegenation stories.” 304 The dynamics of
slavery allowed slave owners to gratify incestuous urges in a (relatively) permissible
way. They could have sex with members of their metaphorical “plantation family,” or
have sex with biological relatives who were not legally or socially recognized as such.
Thus slaveholders could engage in sex that was ostensibly prohibited while avoiding the
social and legal censure that would typically have resulted for perpetrators of incest or
miscegenation. Similarly, abolitionist authors who dramatized incest in slavery could
indulge in the twin taboos of incest and interracial sex while maintaining their moral and
physical distance and taking comfort in their reformist stance. Their engagements with
the sexual sins of slavery often took a pornographic form, as many scholars have
recognized. 305 As Cassandra Jackson observes, “mulatto characters, the physical
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manifestation of the breaking of sexual taboos, allowed writers to...engage in titillating
fantasies.” 306 Anti-slavery writers depicted incest and interracial sex, sometimes in
salacious ways, while at the same time repudiating incest as a symptom of slavery’s evils,
thereby indicting the institution that fostered it.
The sentimental novel in the nineteenth century was already circling around
incest. 307 The setting of slavery allowed Northern audiences to voyeuristically engage
with illicit interracial incestuous sex. At the same time, inscribing within the depiction a
mollifying level of distance through the moral condemnation of slavery itself. For
abolitionists, the slave South was an ideal staging ground to populate with sexual taboos
as it was an already abjected and morally detested space, and subsequently mixed-race
figures were often imbued with a “mixture of pornographic interest and gothic
repulsion.” 308 As David Reynolds has written, nineteenth century reform literature,
including abolitionist fiction, often exhibited a “dialectic of erotic enjoyment followed by
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recoil and deflection.” 309 This internal contraction—between desire and disgust—made
the genre effective in engaging white readership in the anti-slavery cause, while also
reinscribing some of the most pernicious elements of chattel slavery. If, at some level, the
writing about slavery is an enactment of slavery, then fictionalizations of slavery must
include incest.
Anti-slavery novels attempted to explicate the horrors of slavery and thereby
destroy the institution, to name the evils of the institution and give slavery a legible and
relatable form to a Northern audience. Their rhetorical strategy was not of argumentation
or persuasion, but of exposure: once the perversities and depredations of slavery were
exposed, the contradictions between it and the values of the readers would be
immediately obvious. The novels trafficked in incest, miscegenation, rape, and the
breakdown of kinship relations in order to bring about this disgusted recognition. And
because the novels are characterized by this tension between pornographic representation
and reformist repugnance, they are often punctuated by moments of naming and
recognition—in which the horrors and offenses of the slave system are suddenly made
conscious and explicit. An enslaved daughter naming her father/owner for what he is,
calling him “father” at the precise moment when he attempts to rape her, for instance, as
in Archy Moore and Stars and Stripes. Moments of climactic naming occur when direct
knowledge of incest rises to the surface and threatens to disrupt the relations, moments
when the “boisterous passions” of slavery are identified for what they really are; not
interactions in a logical capitalist system but crazed acts in a frenzy of “the most
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unremitting despotism.” 310 In each novel, when the specter of incest is recognized, a
mixture of horror, shock, and shame might ensue, but in each case, this sudden
recognition does not lead to liberation or resolution, but ultimately to ambivalence and
irresolution.

The Slave, The White Slave, and Incest Eroticized
Richard Hildreth claimed that his 1836 work, The Slave; Or, Memoirs of Archy
Moore, was the first abolitionist novel ever written. 311 It has been heralded by scholars
as such, and it was at the very least the first abolitionist novel published in the United
States. 312 Purporting to be a slave narrative written by a light-skinned slave (Archy
Moore), the text is suffused with various instantiations of incest, even beyond the
obviously lascivious desires of the slave owner. There are hints of incestuous longing, for
example, in Archy’s musings on his mother. After describing his parent, he confesses “I
describe her more like a lover than a son...many an hour have I watched her, almost with
a lover’s earnestness, while she fondled me in her lap.” 313 Hildreth simultaneously
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eroticizes the relationship between mother and son—describing a sexual gaze and
intimate “fondling” —while also carefully containing it with the adverb “almost.” This
allows the reader to be both presented with suggestive images of illicit mother/son sex
while also not endorsing such behavior. This strategy of “having it both ways” is the
formal leitmotif of the novel; slavery is simultaneously eroticized and morally
condemned, incest is both a good thing and a bad thing, reprehensible but necessary for
the discourse. These opening shades of mother/son incestuous intimacy are quickly
amplified in two diametrically opposing directions: the violent specter of incestuous
father/daughter rape, and the loving, consensual union of siblings. The novel culminates
in a scene of attempted father/daughter incest between a slave owner (Colonel Moore)
and his enslaved daughter (Cassy). The novel’s resolution comes with a consummated
incestuous marriage between Archy and Cassy, who are half-siblings (Colonel Moore
being the father and owner of both.) Throughout the novel, the portrayal of slavery’s
sexuality is marked by the oscillation between indulgence and repugnance, eroticization
and condemnation.
Hildreth claimed that his book was the inspiration for Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a claim
that has scholarly substantiation. 314 The popularity of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, in turn
inspired Hildreth to publish an expanded version of his novel. The 1856 edition, which
Hildreth retitled as Archy Moore, the White Slave; or, Memoirs of a Fugitive, included an
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introduction by the author which chronicled the praise and controversy that the novel had
elicited. According to Hildreth, the book was translated into French, Italian, and German,
and was placed by the Pope on his list of prohibited books, the Index Expurgatorius. 315
By mentioning the novel’s inclusion on the Pope’s banned book list, Hildreth is
highlighting the contradictory nature of the book as both moralistic and salacious. Calling
it a fictional work woven from “terrible truths,” the Boston Daily Advocate predicted that
the book, would “produce more sensation, if it is ever read south of the Potomac, than the
Massacre at Southampton.” 316 While it did not, in actuality, galvanize a reaction on par
with Nat Turner’s rebellion, it did have an impact in abolitionist circles. A writer in the
Herald of Freedom, for instance, echoed the optimism of the Advocate in asserting that
the novel would “form an era in the overthrow of slavery.” 317 Lydia Maria Child wrote a
letter lauding the book which was published in The Liberator:
Every sentence shows intimate knowledge of the local peculiarities of the south. .
. Some are shocked because Archy Moore married his half sister; but it must be
remembered that the author is not attempting to describe a beau ideal of human
perfection; he is showing what a man of powerful character is likely to become
under the degrading influence of slavery. 318
Calling it “a skillful grouping of incidents which, we all know, are constantly happening
in the lives of slaves,” Child even asserted that the novel was more real and impactful
than the actual slave narrative written by Charles Ball. Ball’s account, according to
Child, was “certainly highly interesting...but it cannot be equal to Archy Moore!” 319 This
assessment foreshadows Hartman’s indictment of abolitionist literature for the erasure
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and usurpation of black suffering. Child ends her letter with the most powerful praise that
one novelist could give to another: “If I were a man, I would rather be the author of that
work, than of anything ever published in America.” 320 In fact many contemporary critics
assumed that Child had authored the book, which was published anonymously at first, but
ultimately the explicit sexual content led observes to conclude that it must have been
written by a man. The novel itself, it seemed, was so wrapped up in the lascivious nature
of slavery that to imagine it written by a woman was impossible.
From the very beginning of Archy Moore, the imbrication of family, slavery, and
sexuality is salient and is shot through with a bodily and at times sadomasochistic reality.
Archy, the enslaved narrator with an “imperceptible portion of African blood,” tells his
reader, “family, however little weight it may have in other parts of America, at the time I
was born was a thing of no slight consequence in lower Virginia.” 321 Archy describes
how he was the personal servant of his own brother, and how his mother was forced to
bear her master six children, all of whom, with the exception of Archy, were “lucky
enough to die in infancy.” 322 Archy lays bare the sexual dynamics of slavery, informing
the reader that “it is considered for instance, no crime whatever, for a master to be, if he
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chooses, the father of every infant slave born upon his plantation. Yet it is esteemed a
very grave breach of propriety, indeed almost an unpardonable crime, for such a father
ever, in any way, to acknowledge or take any notice, of any of his unfortunate
children.” 323 Archy’s father, Colonel Moore, was very nearly the father to all of the
slaves on his plantation. As his son informs the reader, Colonel Moore gave “free
indulgence to his amorous temperament among his numerous slaves.” 324 It is this fact
which leads to knowing and accidental incest on Colonel Moore’s plantation.
There are also provocative echoes of Thomas Jefferson’s involvement with Sally
Hemings. Archy’s mother was the slave of “a certain colonel Randolph—a scion of one
of the great Virginia families.” 325 Jefferson’s mother’s name was Randolph, and his
daughter Martha married a Randolph; his grandchildren were Randolphs. 326 Whether the
average reader knew these details, the figure of “great Virginia families” could not but
invoke the notion of an American slaveholding aristocracy and the so-called founding
fathers. There is an additional, architectural parallel to the Jefferson/Hemings’s situation:
Archy’s mother lived in quarters with a “double set of rooms--an arrangement, as much
for colonel Moore’s convenience as her own.” This is reminiscent of recently excavated
room for Hemings which was adjacent to Jefferson’s bedroom. It is impossible to say
whether Hildreth would have been aware of the specific layout of Monticello, but rumors
circulating in the nineteenth century held that Hemings was kept in a room of her own on
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Jefferson’s plantation. 327 This architectural detail literalizes both the hidden, shameful
nature of the incestuous non-consensual sexual relationships, while also indulging in a
fantasy of the sexual availability of enslaved women.
The novel is littered with scenes that depict the physical bondage of enslaved
bodies--a theme which is presaged in the opening pages when Archy tells the reader that
“the love of domination is perhaps the strongest of our passions.” Describing an overseer,
Archy recalls how the man “sprinkles his orders with the strong spice of brutality.” 328
Throughout the novel, Hildreth represents mastery as libidinal and pleasurable. While the
trope of physical bondage—from the Middle Passage, to the public auction, to the daily
limitations on slave mobility—was a common one in depictions of slavery, these
depictions of bondage represent it as a bodily, interpersonal relationship guided by
“passions.” It is embodied and sensory in a way that is more than politically expedient or
economically rational. 329 The novel opens with an invocation to its own veracity which is
coupled with a warning that the pages will show the reader “the limit of human
endurance...bitter anguish and indignant hate.” 330 Archy then affirms the moral impulse
motivating his memoirs, reflecting on the need to force slaveholders to reflect on their
own inhumanity. “Should I accomplish no more than this; should I be able, through the
triple steel with which the love of money and the lust of domination has encircled it, to
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reach one bosom—let the story of my wrongs summon up, in the mind of a single
oppressor, the dark and dreaded images of his own misdeeds, and teach his conscience
how to torture him with the picture of himself, and I shall be content.” 331 The character
Archy Moore is asserting his desire to reach into the hearts of his readers, into bosoms
that have been encircled by “the love of money and the lust of domination.” But who are
his readers? Not the slaveholders the novel imagines, surely. His readers were Northern
abolitionists. This invocation of the opening pages serves to collapse the distance
between the brutal slaveholder of the South and the noble reader of the North.
The novel at once fictionalizes and formally evinces the ways in which slavery is
an all-encompassing evil. The institution of slavery is a totalizing and corrupting force; it
corrupts slave owners first, slaves second, and third even Northerners who consume and
compose literature that takes slavery as its subject. The collapsing of punisher and
punished, reformer and sinner, pornography and purification, happens at several levels in
the book. From the outset, the similarities and parallelisms between the enslaved hero and
the slaveholding villain are highlighted. Archy identifies with his owner and father on
several levels. He writes that he was descended from venerable slaveholding lineages:
“both on the father’s and the mother’s side, I had running in my veins, the best blood of
Virginia…!” 332 This ironic pride in the quality of his “blood” makes clear the character’s
imbrication in the commodifying logic of slavery. The “best blood of Virginia” was
considered of such caliber largely because of the wealth that adhered in those families—
wealth predicated on the enslaved labor that Archy himself was doing. Archy describes
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how he felt contempt for slaves with darker skin that he had. Archy scorned any
association with his “duskier brothers,” since slaves were ready to “imbibe all the
ridiculous prejudices of their oppressors.” 333 Indeed, at the end of the novel, when Archy
is chosen by an overseer to be a slave driver, he remarks that “the consciousness of my
power made me insolent and impatient...the whip had not long been placed in my hands,
before I caught myself in the act of playing the tyrant. Power is ever dangerous and
intoxicating.” 334 Archy inherited his father’s “ardent temperament,” which, it turned out,
included a sadomasochistic streak and shared incestuous lust for the same woman—
Colonel Moore’s daughter and Archy’s half-sister. 335 The parallels in their sexual
preferences and passions are referenced repeatedly, as when Archy informs the reader
that “the intoxication of passion is the same in the slave and in the master; it is
exquisite.” 336 In Archy and colonel Moore’s case, it is not only the “ardent temperament”
and “intoxication of passion” that they share; the object of their desire (sister/daughter
Cassy) is the same as well. Archy reproduces the prejudices of his father, and in a sense
reproduces his mode of sexual predation as well. 337
Archy describes being reunited with his childhood playmate and half-sister,
Cassy, who had left the plantation for several years while accompanying her mistress
(who was also her half-sister.) Archy recalls the “elastic vivacity of all of [Cassy’s]
movements,” portraying no indication that his beloved is a biological relative: “the grade
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and elegance of her figure could not be surpassed...the clear soft olive of her complexion,
brightening in either cheek to a rich red, she could boast a pair of eyes, which for
brilliancy and expression, I have never seen surpassed...We loved; and before long, we
talked of marriage.” 338 In the clearly eroticized description of Cassy’s body, Archy
explicitly references the “clear soft olive” of her skin, pointing to the shared heritable
traits that bind them together (and bind them to their shared father)
Archy and Cassy plan to marry, and have the blessing of their mistress, but
colonel Moore prohibits the union. Archy speculates on the possible explanations for
colonel Moore’s objection:
One motive which occured to me, I could not think of myself, with the slightest
patience; and still less could I bear to shock and distress poor Cassy, by the
mention of it [colonel Moore harbored sexual desires for Cassy, his biological
daughter]. Another motive, which I thought might possible have influenced
colonel Moore, was less discreditable to him [colonel Moore objected to their
marriage because they were both his children, and such a marriage would have
been incestuous]...
Cassy knew herself to be colonel Moore’s daughter; but early in our
acquaintance, I had discovered that she had no idea, that I was his son. I have
every reason to believe that Mrs. Moore was perfectly well informed as to both
these particulars;--for they were of that sort, which seldom or never escape the
eagerness of female curiosity, and more especially, the curiosity of a wife.
Whatever she might know, she discovered in it no impediment to my
marriage with Cassy. Nor did I;--for how could that same regard for the decencies
of life--such is the soft phrase which justifies the most unnatural cruelty--that
refused to acknowledge our paternity, or to recognize any relationship between
us, pretend at the same time, and on the sole ground of relationship, to forbid our
union? 339
This passage speaks to one of the fundamental structural tensions in the novel: it endorses
incest while condemning it at the same time. The novel becomes ideologically entangled
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within the incestuous machinations of slavery and cannot extricate its own narrative.
Archy Moore cannot describe and condemn this sexual taboo at the same time. As Nancy
Bentley describes, incest is presented at “cross purposes” in the novel. “On the one hand,
the polemic against the slave master depends on condemning incest as a heinous violation
of family sentiment; but on the other, Hildreth condones—flaunts, really—the
transgressive passion of the sibling lovers...domestic feeling merges indiscriminately with
sexual passion. ” 340 The tenets of domestic ideology, along with the moral certainty of the
abolitionist’s disdain for slavery, are inverted and perverted in the novel.
By casting colonel Moore as the villain and Archy as the hero, the novel
condemns Colonel Moore’s incestuous desire for his daughter while Archy’s lust for his
own sister is lauded as a respite from the injustice of slavery. Archy keeps the secret of
their biological connection hidden from his lover/sister and he refers to the knowledge of
their familial connection as “unnecessary scruples” he did not feel the need to burden
Cassy with. He claims that its unnecessary, yet he knows that Cassy would object if she
knew. Because Cassy was a devout Methodist, knowledge of their Levitical sin would
turn her against their union. As Archy writes, “I never told her the story of my parentage,
and every day I grew less inclined to tell it.” 341 His lie of omission is calculated, and
inculcates Cassy in the incestuous sins of slavery alongside the willing participants.
Cassy, after all, cannot be considered complicit in the incestuous marriage since she was
ignorant of her true relationship with Archy.
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When Archy and Cassy had been married for two weeks- a period characterized
by “tiny islets of delight,” “ecstasies” and “pleasure,” Cassy reveals how her father had
tried to usurp her brother as her sexual partner. 342 As part of Colonel Moore’s attempted
seduction of his daughter and slave Cassy, he gave her presents, complemented her
beauty and progressed to “words and actions” that “alarmed” Cassy’s religious
sensibilities and modesty, filling her with “shame and horror.” Then, colonel Moore “told
[Cassy] that he had promised her mistress to provide her with a husband, in place of that
scoundrel Archy; that he had looked about, but did not see anybody that was worthy of
her; and, on the whole--he had concluded to take her himself.” In another articulation of
incestuous doubling and parallelism, the father and son (Moore and Archy) become
competitors for the same woman. In relating the story to Archy, “[Cassy] blushed—she
hesitated—she shuddered—her breathing became short and quick--she clung to me, as if
some visible image of horror were present before her; —and, bringing her lips close to
my ear, she exclaimed in a trembling and scarcely audible whisper— ‘Oh Archy! —and
he my father!” The description depicts a flustered, flushed, vulnerable Cassy pierced by
the realization that her father was trying to have sex with her. There is both arousal and
revulsion here. Instead of lingering in the erotic/repugnant melodrama and of this scene,
Hildreth pulls back. He fosters a sense of distance by connecting Cassy’s situation to the
systemic structure of slavery: “Such was Cassy’s story; and strange as it may seem, I
heard it quite unmoved...In truth, I was prepared for it; I had anticipated it; I expected it.”
Archy explains that colonel Moore’s behavior could only be expected in a place and time
wherein the law and public opinion justified such actions. “I had from the first foreseen,
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that Cassy would be devoted by her master to the same purposes which had been fulfilled
by my mother and her own.” 343 This sudden shift from high drama to impartiality is
another formal tension in the novel. The novel insists that the most monstrous possibility
is also entirely normal.
Archy and Cassy run away, and interestingly in the runaway advertisement
colonel Moore describes Archy in familial language. The advertisement reads, “said boy
was raised in my family” which was of course literally the case. 344 The couple take
refuge in an abandoned cottage a few miles from Colonel Moore’s plantation, but are
eventually found out and returned to Moore. The description of Cassy and Archy as they
await their master/father’s confrontation is characterized by a mixture of eroticism and
terror: “I almost stifled her eager kisses; —but the fever that glowed in her cheek was not
the flush of pleasure; and those deep sighs she heaved, —they could not be mistaken for
the pantings of delight.” 345 Archy is describing a moment of distress, but at the same time
he conjures “pantings of delight.” In Archy’s version of rhetorical litotes, he expresses
Cassy’s terror by representing its opposite, verging close to describing an orgasm. In
doing so, he binds the horrors of slavery to the “boisterous passions” of sex. What’s
more, this passage proceeds the most sexually explicit and violent scene in the novel.
The overseer, Mr. Stubbs (who Archy described in the opening pages as
“sprinkl[ing] his orders with the strong spice of brutality” 346) is again associated with a
scene of physical bondage and domination. Stubbs ties up Archy, and the violence builds:
343
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“The padlock by which the chain was fastened around my neck was undone. They
stripped me almost naked. Mr. Stubbs produced a piece of rope with one end of which he
bound my hands, and the other end, he made fast...to a beam over my head…” The
horrors of slavery, in Hildreth’s view, are not merely physically abusive, but tangled up
in incest and sinful sexuality. This scene departs from the expected script (master whips
slave) to a familial BDSM roleplay. Instead of using the whip on Archy himself, Moore
perversely demands that Cassy flog her brother/husband while Moore watches. At first
Cassy cannot comprehend what colonel Moore is asking her to do, but once she does, she
faints. 347 Colonel Moore gives her the whip again, but Cassy physically recoils:
She threw it down, as if the touch had stung her; and looking him full in
the face, the tears, all the while, streaming from her eyes, she said in a tone firm,
but full of entreaty, “Master, he is my husband!”
That word husband, seemed to kindle colonel Moore into a new fury,
which totally destroyed his self-command. He struck Cassy to the ground,
trampled on her with his feet, and snatching up the whip which she had thrown
down, he laid it upon me with such violence, that the lash penetrated my flesh at
every blow, and the blood ran trickling down my legs and stood in little puddles at
my feet. The torture was too great for human endurance; I screamed with
agony...drawing a handkerchief from his pocket, he thrust it into my mouth, and
rammed it down my throat with the butt-end of his whip-handle. Having thus
effectually gagged me, he renewed his lashes. 348
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Figure 8. Colonel Moore, Archy, and Cassy in an illustration, Hildreth The White Slave
(1852)
Gerald Early has called this scene a “bizarre, Gothic picture” in which colonel Moore is
sadistically punishing his two children not because they have committed incest, but
because their romance has forestalled his own incestuous designs on his daughter. 349
Cassandra Jackson focuses on the elements of bondage and the ways in which the blatant
eroticism counters the espoused moral purpose of abolitionism, shifting the focus from
slavery to psychosexual excess:
But as it mines the depths of Colonel Moore’s psyche, the scene blurs the focus
on slavery. . . the details of his sinister lustful violence reduce slavery to a
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dispensable backdrop…[it is] a libidinous spectacle of incestuous
homoeroticism...Colonel Moore’s desire to emasculate Archy through this
bondage scenario with Cassy as dominatrix displays his own furious sadism; the
issue of slavery is completely overshadowed by the scene’s voyeuristic allure. 350
While the focus on the evils of the institution do recede into this scene of gothic excess,
slavery is not overshadowing by the sadomasochistic and pornographic so much as it is
collapsed into it. The desires and enactments depicted by Hildreth (and abolitionist
literature more generally) cannot be separated from slavery.
Cassy and Archy are sold to different owners, but they are eventually reunited.
Cassy then reveals colonel Moore’s continued sexual aggressions:
She told him that she was sick and wretched, and begged him to leave her.
Instead of doing so, he threw his arms about her neck, and declared that her being
sick was all imagination, for he had never seen her look half so handsome.
She started up; —but he caught her in his arms, and dragged her towards
the bed. Even at that terrible moment, her presence of mind did not forsake her.
She exerted her strength, and succeeded in breaking away from his hateful
embraces. Then summoning up all her energies, she looked him in the face, as
well as her tears would allow her, and striving to command her voice, “Master, —
Father!” she cried, “what is it you would have of your own daughter?”
Colonel Moore staggered as if a bullet had struck him. A burning blush
overspread his face; he would have spoken, but the words seemed to stick to his
throat. This confusion was only for a moment. In an instant, he recovered his selfpossession, and without taking any notice of her last appeal, he merely said, that if
she were really sick, he did not wish to trouble her. 351
Naming the relationship for what it really was, an act of incest, would nullify it. As
Gerald Early has noted, Colonel Moore is thrown off balance twice in the novel, “brought
low from his high bearing and demeanor by two words uttered by his daughter, ‘husband’
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and ‘father.’” 352 Early continues, “even all the endearments of the family connection; the
tenderness of connubial love, and the heart-binding ties of paternity, seconded as they
always are by the strong influence of habit and opinion, have not made it safe to entrust
the head of a family with absolute power even over his own household. What terms then
are strong enough in which to denounce the vain, ridiculous, and wanton folly of
expecting any thing but abuse where power is totally unchecked, by their moral, or legal
control?”353 The indictment of slavery, interestingly, resembles an indictment of
patriarchy in general.

Lydia Maria Child’s Incestuous Fantasies
Lydia Maria Child wished that she had written The White Slave. 354 She focused
on the incest plot of Hildreth’s novel in particular in her praise of his work. Two years
after Hildreth’s revised novel was published, Child wrote The Stars and Stripes (1858), a
melodramatic play which recreated Ellen and William Craft’s narrative of escape from
slavery. Child chose to insert an interracial incestuous subplot into her play, an element
that had not been present in the Craft’s own telling of their story. Child’s decision to
include this addition speaks to a desire, a projection, and likely also a legitimate belief in
the widespread incest of the slave South. It also reflects what Hartman has identified as
the usurpation inherent in abolitionist literature, which treated black characters as
fungible and fantasmatic narrative vehicles.
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As with many of the fictional works which gravitate around the “thematic cluster
(miscegenation plus incest),” Child’s play inserts Northerners into Southern settings,
formally mimicking the collapsing of pro and anti-slavery and metonymically suggesting
the deep economic and social connections between ostensibly separate regions. 355 The
Stars and Stripes opens with a Fourth of July celebration thick with symbolism.
Slaveholders enjoy a picnic lunch under a garland of flowers and branches which spell
out the work “LIBERTY,” as two enslaved men carry the American flag. A character
from Boston named “Mr. North” marvels at the patriarchal ideal of his Carolina
surroundings, the “best and most favoured portion of the country,” and remarks that he
would like nothing better than a “well-stocked plantation” for himself. Mr. North is not
immune to the pageantry of the Southern Independence Day celebration; he’s completely
taken in by the facade of paternalism that his host, the Craft’s owner Mr. Masters, has
erected. He calls his slaves his “boys,” recounts how well he treats them, and boastfully
informs Mr. North that the love is mutual: “they're so attached to me and their mistress
that we couldn't whip 'em away from us, if we tried.” North assures Masters that he will
proudly testify to the benevolence of “[his] patriarchal institution.” 356
Behind the garlands of flowers and flag-bearing slaves, however, is a system of
domestic dysfunction shot through with constant threats of incestuous sexual assault.
While discussing whether or not to attempt an escape, Ellen tells her husband of their
master’s attempted abuse:
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ELLEN: ...When I am at the big house, sewing for missis, as sure as she goes out
to ride, [Master] comes into my room and asks me to sing, and tells me
how pretty I am. And—and—I know by his ways that he don't mean any
good. He gave me this breast-pin, and I was afraid not to take it. You
know why poor Peggy's husband was to be sent off to Georgia, and how
he tried to poison massa, when he found it out. Now massa says if I make
him angry, he will sell you to the traders.
WILLIAM: [clenching his fist]. —The old villain! and he knows all the while that
you are his own daughter!
ELLEN:—I told him that, but he paid no attention to it. My poor, poor mother! I
suppose she was afraid, too; for I remember she always seemed so modest.
Oh, it is a dreadful situation to be in! [She bursts into tears.]
WILLIAM:. — Don't cry, dear Ellen. It shall never be. Never! 357
Ellen’s father/master corners her in much the same way that Colonel Moore ambushed
Cassie in Archy Moore. Both Ellen and Cassie were engaged in either “sewing” or
“needle-work,” for their mistresses, domestic labor done within the plantation household
which both obscured the violence of slavery (as an activity that would be appropriate for
a mistress or a slave) while it added to the material wealth and leisure time of
slaveholding women. As in the pair of scenes in Archy Moore, the act of naming the filial
relationship is pivotal in Child’s drama. Whereas Colonel Moore is temporarily disarmed
when his daughter names their relationship, Mr. Masters is unmoved. Ellen hints at the
multigenerational nature of slaveholders’ sexual abuse. In invoking her mother’s fear of
Mr. Masters, and by nature of her appearance (she described as able to pass for a white
woman) she brings to mind generations of enslaved women who were all sexually abused
by their masters, men who may have been their fathers.
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The topic of slavery’s tangled kinship, commercial, and sexual ties had long
preoccupied Child. In her 1839 publication, Anti-slavery Catechism, Child relates an
anecdote which encapsulates the collapsing of father/owner/sexual partner:
I have been told of a young physician who went into the far Southern states to
settle, and there became in love with a very handsome and modest girl who lived
in service. He married her; and about a year after the event a gentleman called at
the house and announced himself as Mr. J. of Mobile. He said to Dr. W., "Sir, I
have a trifling affair of business to settle with you. You have married a slave of
mine." The young physician resented the language; for he had not entertained the
slightest suspicion that the girl had any other than white ancestors since the flood.
But Mr. J. furnished proofs of his claim. 358
The husband agreed to purchase his wife, if only to prevent Mr. J. from kidnapping her.
When the husband informed his wife of the sale: "The poor woman burst into tears and
said, 'That as Mr. J. was her own father, she had hoped that when he heard she had found
an honorable protector he would have left her in peace."'
While marriage is often literally figured as the passing of the bride from her father
to her husband, here we see this exchange taking place, but doubled. Here, the woman is
handed from her father to her husband and from one owner to the next simultaneously.
What’s more, by buying his wife for $800 dollars, the “young physician” was effectively
continuing the pattern of collapsing slavery and sex; participating in the process that
transformed bonds of sex and kinship into commercial transactions and means of
property accumulation. As Karen Sanchez-Keppler observes, “not only are the new
husband and the new master one man, but he needs only one name, for bourgeois
idealizations of marriage and Southern apologies for slavery both consider him an
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honorable protector.” 359 The alchemy of slavery transformed husbands into owners,
children into property, and kinship into a commodity relation. This transformation that
the “young physician” goes through, from husband to owner, is left explicitly unresolved.
Upon the purchase of his wife from her owner/father, the narrative does not clarify if the
physician formally manumits his wife or if they live as husband-wife while from a legal
perspective still existing as master/slave. This ambiguity suggests that if the physician
and his wife had children, he could well have been the legal owner of his offspring, just
as Mr. J. had been. Thus, as Child demonstrates, slavery pollutes even unknowing and
well-meaning men and leaves non-Southerners in compromised relationships.
The Octoroon
In 1859, Lincoln toured the country giving campaign speeches which articulated
the seemingly intractable problem of slavery, John Brown’s body was interred, and a play
about slavery and incest opened in New York City. Dion Boucicault’s The Octoroon: or,
Life in Louisiana, featured a mixed-race heroine, meditations on racial determination, a
murder, a suicide, arson on a slave ship, and incestuous desire. 360 It was a hit. In
popularity, The Octoroon was outpaced only by the theatrical adaptation of Uncle Tom’s
Cabin. The Irish-born playwright, Boucicault, was already famous on both sides of the
Atlantic, and he was a savvy promoter. Before the play debuted, Boucicault circulated
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rumors publicizing an apparent death threat that his wife (the actress Agnes Robertson)
had received for playing a mixed-race character. A New York Times columnist remarked
that the play had “taken up bodily the great ‘sectional question,’” and called the
production “the great dramatic ‘sensation’ of the season.” The article, published on
December 15, 1859, continues: “Everybody talks about the ‘Octoroon,’ wonders about
the ‘Octoroon,’ goes to see the ‘Octoroon;’ and the ‘Octoroon’ thus becomes, in point of
fact, the work of the public mind…the public having insisted on rewriting the piece
according to its own notions, interprets every word and incident in wholly unexpected
lights; and, for aught we know, therefore, the ‘Octoroon’ may prove after all to be a
political treatise of great emphasis and significance.” 361 The public, in a way, actually did
rewrite the Octoroon. In response to apparent audience dissatisfaction with the ending, in
which the heroine commits suicide (thereby avoiding an incestuous and interracial union
with her cousin/metaphorical sibling), Boucicault rewrote the ending to have the heroine
rescued by her lover. 362 As Boucicault explained, “she and her lover will seek refuge in
some happy country where the ‘sacrament of love’ may take place without
impediment.” 363
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Figure 9. Playbill for Dion Boucicault’s The Octoroon, May 8, 1861,
Metropolitan Theater, Hamilton, Ontario.
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The plot features complex improbabilities befitting a nineteenth century
melodrama. The ironically named Terrebonne (good earth) plantation was heavily in debt
due to the careless spending of the original owner, Judge Peyton, and the trickery of the
villainous Northern overseer, Jacob M’Closky. M’Closky had enriched himself by
defrauding the estate, and convinced Peyton to take out a large mortgage which left the
plantation in financial ruin. After Judge Peyton dies, his heir and nephew George Peyton
returns from Paris to sort out his inheritance, and learns that the creditors have foreclosed
on overdue mortgages and as a result Terrebonne must be sold and the slaves auctioned
off. But before this can happen, George falls in love with Zoe, a captivating “octoroon”
slave who was his uncle’s daughter by one of his “quadroon” slaves. Zoe had been raised
and spoiled as one of Peyton’s legitimate children might have been, and George is
unaware of her slave status or her African blood. The evil Northern overseer, M’Closky,
also desires the titular Octoroon, Zoe. He informs her that the estate, along with all of the
slaves, will be sold but tells Zoe that if she agrees to be his lover she can become the
mistress of the plantation. She refuses, but the vindictive M’Closky is determined.
M’Closky encounters an enslaved boy, Paul, carrying a mail bag which contains a
letter from one of the estates creditors that would have saved the estate and the slaves
from sale (and thus prevented M’Closky from purchasing Zoe and forcing her to become
his mistress.) M’Closky murders the boy, and the act is improbably caught on on camera.
Photography was a nascent technology in 1859, but Scudder (another Northern character
implicated in the plantation management business) has a camera (described in the script
as a “photographic apparatus”) and four photographic plates (glass plates used in early
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daguerreotypes.) An Indian character, Wahnotee, also witnessed the murder but does not
have the language skills necessary to communicate what he has seen. The climax of the
play comes with the dramatic scene of a slave auction, in which M’Closky outbids the
benevolent plantation owner (Dora Sunnyside, who loves George Peyton and wants to
save Zoe from M’Closky) and succeeds in purchasing Zoe.

Figure 10. Scene From Mr. Boucicault’s New Drama at the Adelphi: The Slave Market—
Sale of the Octoroon, The Illustrated London News, November 30, 1861, 561.
M’Closky is ultimately found guilty of the enslaved boy’s murder, after the
photographic evidence is presented. He escapes, however, and sets fire to a steamship
where the Terrebonne slaves are waiting to be transported to their new owners. Because
M’Closky has been found guilty of murder, the plantation now belongs to George. Zoe
has not learned of this news, however, and she drinks poison right before George enters
to tell her the good news. She dies in his arms.
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There were contemporary debates as to whether The Octoroon was an antislavery
play or not. Joseph Jefferson, who played Scudder in the original New York production,
said that “there were various opinions as to which way the play leaned--whether it was
Northern or Southern in its sympathy. The truth of the matter is, it was non-committal.
The dialogue and the characters of the play made one feel for the South, but the action
proclaimed against slavery and called loudly for its abolition.” 364 Again this speaks to
the complex imbrication of slavery into media designed for Northern audiences.
Judge Peyton was a paternalistic and benevolent master who treated many of his
slaves as his children, and of course some of his slaves (including but probably not
limited to Zoe) were his children. An enslaved boy, Paul, for instance, is described by
Judge Peyton’s widow as “a favourite of the Judge, who encouraged his gambols. I
couldn’t bear see him put to work.” 365 The paternalism axis of incest is literally the basis
upon which the conflict and story of the play is built. The main drama, however,
coalesces around another act of idealized—if thwarted—incestuous love, the union of the
cousins Zoe and George. At this time, all southern states, with the exception of Georgia,
permitted marriages between first cousins. The obscured and perverted kinship dynamics
of slavery, however, morph the familial bond between George and Zoe.
When George proclaims his love to Zoe, she asks “Do you know what I am?”366
George thinks Zoe is referring to her illegitimate birth, not to her African heritage. Zoe
laments her mixed-race status, telling George that “one drop in eight” of her blood is
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black, exclaiming “the one black drop gives me despair, for I’m an unclean thing—
forbidden by the laws—I’m an Octoroon!” 367 George assures her that he does not care,
that he can “overcome the obstacle” of her African blood. Zoe continues to explain to
George why their union could never be, and in doing so she fabricates an incestuous
relationship between them:
And our mother, she who from infancy treated me with such fondness, she who,
as you said, had most reason to spurn me, can she forget what I am? Will she
gladly see you wedded to the child of her husband’s slave? No! She would revolt
from it, as all but you would; and if I consented to hear the cries of my heart, if I
did not crush out my infant love, what would she say to the poor girl on whom she
had bestowed so much? No, no! 368
The women who Zoe refers to as “our mother” is actually Mrs. Peyton, the plantation
mistress of Terrebonne, and George’s aunt. Mrs. Peyton “had most reason to spurn” Zoe
because she was Mrs Peyton’s husband’s illegitimate child (with one of their slaves) and
living proof of his infidelity. The paternalism of the plantation complex, in this case,
incorporates the matriarch within it as she is metaphorically figured as “mother” to both
of them. Mrs. Peyton is imagined as Zoe’s mother, just as the pater familias of the
plantation had been her biological father. As Werner Sollors argues, “Though the fact
that Zoe and George are first cousins is not an impediment, the fear of miscegenation is
established with the emotional power of the incest taboo, as if incest and miscegenation
were symbolically related.” 369
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From The Octoroon to Adela, The Octoroon and from Paternalistic to Biological
Incest
If the specter of incest haunts the The Octoroon. in Hezekiah Lord Hosmer’s
Adela, the Octoroon, the incest is explicit. Hosmer was the first Chief Justice of the
Montana Territory Supreme Court (appointed by Abraham Lincoln), he was a postmaster,
and he was the author of an anti-slavery novel about interracial father/daughter incest.
George Tidbald, a Congressman and plantation owner, and “one of the more successful
negro dealers in Mississippi” is the archetypal villain. 370 Early in the novel, Tidbald sells
one of his slaves, a light-skinned woman named Eunice, to a trader who will take her to
New Orleans where, Tidbald remarked, “such a beauty as hers always commands a round
sum” 371 Upon hearing of the impending sale, Eunice’s mother, Agnes, pleads with
Tidbald, asking him not to sell Eunice, her “only daughter who she dearly loves.” In
keeping with his villainy, Tidbald is thoroughly unmoved by Agnes’s professions of
maternal love. Agnes points out that Tidbald might be influenced, if not by the emotional
pleadings of a slave, then perhaps by a paternal (not paternalistic) feeling. She reminds
him that that Eunice is Tidbald’s own daughter, and that he is planning on selling “this
child to prostitution.” 372 Eunice, as Agnes explains to Tidbald, “is your own flesh and
blood, master—your child—more willingly yours, as you know, and God knows, than
mine. And has not that natural tie which is supposed always to exist between parent and
370
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child, no voice to beseech the safety of Eunice?” 373 In this moment of confrontation,
Agnes names Tidbald as a rapist, and names Eunice as his daughter. The act of naming,
in this case, does not change anything. She even promises to expose Tidbald’s behavior
to “every person in the district,” telling him, “You shall be known far and wide as the
father who sold his daughter to prostitution...I—Agnes—your slave-—your mistress—the
mother of your child, tell you this.” 374 Tidbald grabs Agnes by the arm and throws her
out of his office; an evil slave trader named Haynes enters and counts out twelve hundred
dollars in gold in exchange for Eunice.
Tidbald is almost cartoonishly heartless. After Agnes’s pleading and her promise
to publicize his evil ways, Tidbald casts her out: “Off to the plantation, you
superannuated old fool,” he then remarks to himself, “To be taunted by a slave...and
threatened with exposure. Fudge! Why should I care? Am I not George Tidbald? What
harm can her story do me?”375 Even though Agnes has the truth on her side, Tidbald
believes the asymmetrical power dynamics of master/slave and white/non-white will
protect him from opprobrium. Though Tidbald mocks Agnes for her attempt to defeat
him by publicizing his behavior, it is Hosmer’s goal (and the novel’s goal) to do
something similar; to spread the stories of the perverted family dynamics of the slave
South and thereby discredit and ultimately destroy it. To this end, Hosmer takes his
characterization of Tidbald to the logical extreme: incestuous assault. Tidbald could not
readily be called a paternalistic master. It is not the paternalism axis, then, but the
biological axis of incest that orients this story.
373

Ibid.
Ibid, 46.
375
Ibid, 47.
374

177

Towards the novel’s conclusion, Tidbald goes to see a woman named Crissy.
Crissy, who is a teenager, is not only Tidbald’s daughter, but is the mother of his infant
son. Tidbald asks a slave named Aunt Christmas, (who he refers to as “Aunty”) to fetch
Crissy, who tells her father/owner that she is gravely ill. Tidbald asks to see his infant
son, and Crissy presents the child to him.
“Aint you proud of him, Crissy?” he inquired.
Crissy blushed, smiled sadly, at the same time fixing a knowing look upon her
seducer,
signed rather than whispered:
“Yes.”
“Don’t you love him?”
“Dearly, mass’r,” she replied.
“What makes you feel so bad, then, when I speak to you about him?” inquired
Tidbald.
“Mass’r, you know,” said Crissy, bursting into tears.
Tidbald blushed even in the presence of his slave, and fairly blanched as she fixed
her
large, sad, solemn-looking eyes, in a meaning stare, full upon his face. 376
Instead of responding or acknowledging Crissy’s tacit naming of the relationship, Tidbald
presents Crissy with a necklace he’s brought her from Washington (where, again, he
serves in Congress.)
The gift does nothing to soothe Crissy, who tells Tidbald that she wants to die.
Crissy and Aunt Christmas embrace in tears after Tidbald leaves the cabin. Christmas
encourages Crissy to tell her father that she knows the truth; it is this knowledge, Crissy’s
knowledge that Tidbald is her father and the father of her child that is making her sick.
Tidbald wonders privately if Crissy knows the truth, but reasons that his incestuous abuse
of her should not cause her any grief because “there is nothing uncommon or at war with
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the privileges of the institution in this matter.” 377 Interracial father/daughter incest,
according to the logics of Adela, the Octoroon, is endemic to slavery, the logic of the
institution, the privileges it affords, practically mandate it.
After Tidbald’s visit with Crissy, her health rapidly declines, and her baby has
also become gravely ill. On her deathbed, Crissy asks Christmas to summon Tidbald.
When he arrives, Christmas asks Crissy, through tears, “why dont’ee tell him dat you
knows it all?” Tidbald is shocked, asks for clarification, and his “face fairly blenched
under the gaze of Christmas.” Christmas names the sinful mess of kinship, property, and
sex: “Dat you are her fader, and de fader of dis chile, and dats whats killed her.” Crissy
throws her “skeleton arm” over Tidbald, and, addressing him for the first and only time
as “fader,” whispers that she wants his blessing before she dies. Tidbald gives Crissy “all
the blessing an erring father can bestow” and then Crissy
fell back heavily upon the pillow, and, with her eyes fixed fondly upon him, the
father and seducer, she drew her last breath without a struggle.
Tidbald gazed long and silently upon the victim of his unhallowed passions. He
felt humbled--crushed. The fountain in his bosom was, for once, unsealed, and he
wept long and bitterly over the dead body of the unfortunate girl. 378
Tidbald asks Christmas to try and save his son, to nurse the dying infant back to health,
but Christmas only replies that the child will mercifully follow his mother to the grave. In
tears, Tidbald leaves the cabin, “for once, at least, he felt deeply the wrong he had
committed, without seeking a refuge for it among the incidental and permitted evils of
slavery.” 379 Tidbald’s repentance, however, is momentary. He remains, at the of the
novel, “evidently wedded to southern institutions, and intent upon extending the area of
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servitude, from motives quite as selfish as patriotic.” 380 Moments of naming, anagnorisis,
seem to hold a promise of an escape but ultimately they cannot deliver.
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CHAPTER 4: “Literal Repulsiveness of Nature”: Photographs of War, Slavery’s
Aftermath, and the Hysteria Surrounding Miscegenation
By 1850, Louis Agassiz wanted to prove that black people were a different
species than whites. A noted paleo-zoologist, Agassiz’s earlier work, which he began in
Paris, concerned the fossils of fish. Based on his painstaking comparative examination of
the fossil record, Agassiz published extensively on the topic over a fifteen year period
(1829-1844) and catalogued hundreds of previously unidentified types of fish. As a
zoologist and biologist, “sorting and classifying were the basis of Agassiz’s method.” 381
Agassiz’s scientific interest in classification and morphological difference found fertile
ground in the American academy, which, under the leadership of men like Samuel
Morton of the University of Pennsylvania Medical School, was generating an entire field
of racial classification and scientifically endorsed racism. The theory of “separate
creation”, or polygenesis, argued that different races of humans were actually different
species, and it was embraced and taught by the world’s leading scientists in the middle of
the nineteenth century.
In the midst of a mounting sectional crisis on the slavery question, while
legislators were crafting and debating the Compromise of 1850, there was widespread
agreement amongst scientists from Northern and Southern states that the different races
had evolved separately as distinct and biologically unequal species. 382 From the
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plantations of the Deep South to the elite northern institutions of higher education, a
scientific consensus was coalescing around the theory of polygenesis, which depended, of
course, on a thorough and committed project of classification. Both slaveholders and
purported abolitionists were deeply invested, obsessed even, with categorizing and
ranking different races of man.
Agassiz’s methods to classify the fossilized remains of fish could not be applied
precisely to the study of the African race. Yet Agassiz was determined to classify, and
thus separate, the black race from the white. As part of this project, Agassiz sought out
examples of the “pure” African race, and was encouraged in this task by another scientist,
a member of South Carolina’s elite slaveholding class named Dr. Robert W. Gibbes.
Gibbes, a close friend to prominent families including the Hammonds and Hamptons, led
Agassiz on a month-long tour of the plantations surrounding Columbia, South
Carolina. 383 The goal was to locate and examine enslaved people who had been born in
Africa, along with their offspring. 384 In his examinations of these individuals, Agassiz
recorded data such as limb size and muscle configuration, but, inspired perhaps by his
strategies and successes with his studies of fish types (which included illustrations of the
fossils), Agassiz was aware of the power of a visual medium. He could not fossilize the
enslaved men and women he came into contact with in South Carolina, but he set out to
do what must have seemed like the next best thing: to have their images exposed on the
silver plated surface of a daguerreotype.
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Figure 11. “Delia, country born of African parents, daughter of Renty, Congo,”
daguerreotype, Joseph T. Zealy, Columbia, S.C., March 1850. Peabody Museum,
Harvard University.

Figure 12. “Renty, Congo. Plantation of B.F. Taylor, Esq.,” daguerreotype, Joseph T.
Zealy, Columbia, S.C., March 1850, Peabody Museum, Harvard University.
It was a brand new technology that seemed to contain unique claims to truth. It was thus a
fitting medium for scientists like Agassiz, who strove to prove through scientific methods
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that the races were different species. But what happened when the world was confronted
with a set of photographs that proved that the opposite was true? In 1863, a series of
images circulated by Anglo-American abolitionists exposed just how blurry racial lines
had become under the authority of planter men. That same year, as images and
descriptions of “white slaves” appeared in popular publications throughout the North,
Agassiz reflected upon the problems of race under the institution of slavery:
Viewed from a high moral point of view the production of halfbreeds is as much a
sin against nature, as incest in a civilized community is a sin against purity of
character...the sense of abhorrence against slavery which has led to the agitation
now culminating in our civil war, has been chiefly and unconsciously fostered by
the recognition of our own type in the offspring of southern gentleman, moving
among us as negroes, which they are not. 385
Racial mixing, according to Agassiz, was so destabilizing to society that it in effect it was
just like incest. A stable civilization could not accommodate such “unnatural relations”;
society would crack and rupture, men would start killing each other. 386 Agassiz’s ideas
about the roots of civil war were revealing. These views reflected in particular the impact
of an abolitionist campaign to expose the impure, pernicious and indeed incestuous
dynamics of slavery.
That campaign was ongoing in the antebellum period, but reached its fever pitch
during the war, as abolitionists seized upon the same truth-bearing medium—the
photograph—to expose slavery’s interracial, sexual, and incestuous foundations.
Abolitionist organizations, working in concert with the Union army, commissioned and
proliferated a series of photographs of light-skinned emancipated slave children from
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New Orleans. The circulation of these images in 1863-1864 intensified the ruptures of
civil war and emancipation, proving once and for all what slaveholders had wrought. As
the institution of slavery unraveled, these photographs also added particular weight to
planters’ post-emancipation realities: what was the fate of planters’ families, whiteness,
and power in a world where “white slaves” were no longer slaves? This chapter is about
the rupture of the Civil War, about the national and international recognition of slavery’s
sexual dimensions and about how photography contributed to and amplified that
recognition. Photographs of “white slaves” also foreshadowed the aftermath of that
rupture; the country would need to reckon with the complex familial and sexual
relationships once sequestered, however imperfectly, within the social and ideological
confines of the plantation household.

Photography and the Civil War
Like Louis Agassiz, Frederick Douglass held a deep respect for photography. He
delivered four separate lectures about photography, and he was himself the most
photographed American of the nineteenth century. 387 Unlike Agassiz, however, Douglass
believed that photography had the power to expose and excise racism, not to reify it.
White painters and illustrators, Douglass said, were unable to create unbiased
representations of people of African descent. 388 “The reason is obvious,” according to
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Douglass, “artists, like all other white persons, have adopted a theory respecting the
distinctive features of Negro physiognomy.” 389 Photography, on the other hand, depicted
people as they really were. Photographs would show, for instance, that a black man, a
former slave, was a man and not some subhuman creature. Photographs could not be
disputed. Douglass recognized and reveled in the truth-telling he felt was inherent to the
medium. Anti-slavery advocates, Douglass foremost among them, recognized that “the
truthful image represented abolitionists’ greatest weapon, for it gave the lie to slavery as
a benevolent institution and exposed it as a dehumanizing horror.” 390 Douglass’s lecture
“Pictures and Progress” began by singing the praises of the medium of photography and
ended with a discussion of the Civil War. For Douglass, these two things were connected.
“Poets, prophets, and reformers are all picture-makers—and this ability is the secret of
their power and of their achievements. They see what ought to be by the reflection of
what is, and endeavor to remove the contradiction.” 391 Douglass believed that
photographs could inspire real social change, could spur people to recognize the horrors
of slavery and the humanity of black people. Few images captured this humanity and
slavery’s particular abuses as those of light-skinned enslaved children, whose physical
appearance could not help but raise questions about paternity, sex, and the fictions of
racial theories like Agassiz’s.
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In January 1864, Douglass delivered a lecture to a gathering of abolitionists in
Philadelphia. As soon as Douglass finished his talk, a Union army official brought a
group of light-skinned, formerly enslaved girls on stage. Afterward, photographs of the
girls were sold to the crowd to raise money for freedmen’s schools in Louisiana.
Photographs of these children were also being circulated around the country (and across
the ocean) at the same time. The girls were part of a group of eight emancipated slaves
from New Orleans who had been brought to the North through a joint effort by the Union
army and philanthropic anti-slavery organizations. In the midst of the Civil War, images
that revealed the horrors of slavery were being disseminated across the country. For these
images of former slave girls who looked like white girls were in essence pictures of
slaveholders’ sexual and familial abuse.
The Civil War was a rupture, one captured by writers, poets, politicians, and for
(practically) the first time, photographers. Because of a coincidental cooccurrence of
photographic technologies, expanded print distribution, and national carnage, the scale of
the rupture was amplified by the dissemination of photographic images of the war and its
aftermath. The aftermath played out on different stages, came in different shapes and
settings. Matthew Brady and Alexander Gardner made images of the battlefield; pictures
which captured something of the death that resulted from two nations engaged in a
bloody war. Part of the rupture of the Civil War also involved the widespread Northern
recognition of what was happening in the slave South. Through photographs of battlefield
dead and photographs of light-skinned emancipated slaves, Northerners were exposed to
what war really looked like, and what the sexual and familial dynamics of slavery really
looked like.
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War has been a part of human history and experience for as long as history was
recorded. But until relatively recently, war was, for most people, a remote thing. People
heard about it, knew about it, and some read about it. But very few people actually knew
what it looked like. People felt the effects to be sure, but not many could say they had
seen the breadth of its brutality with their own eyes. The first iconic photographs of war
were made in 1855, when the British photographer Roger Fenton captured about three
hundred and fifty images of the troops and battlefields of the Crimean War. 392 Because
of the long exposure times required (several seconds up to several minutes), early
photographers could not capture motion. They could, however, capture the horrific
stillness of war: the aftermath. Fenton chose not to do this; he did not make images of
dead bodies. He took photographs of the war, yes, and the photographs raised compelling
questions about the medium’s authenticity which would be debated by critics, scholars,
and artists for generations. Questions of photography’s trustworthiness linger to this day
and are often traced back to Fenton’s photographs of the Crimean war. Did Fenton and
his assistants strategically rearrange cannonballs on a dirt road to construct a more
compelling composition? Or did he simply use the camera to document what he saw?
Whatever the answer, the carnage of battle was not Fenton’s focus.
In the American Civil War, all of that would change. Wartime photographers like
Matthew Brady and Alexander Gardner captured images of bloated bodies, bullet
wounds, and rows of human skulls. Photographs documenting the Civil War and its dead
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were exhibited in New York and Washington. In 1862, crowds flocked to see Matthew
Brady’s exhibition “The Dead of Antietam” and the press was mesmerized by the “literal
repulsiveness of nature” contained in the frame (the New York Times reviewed the exhibit
twice). 393 According to the Times contributor, “Mr. Brady has done something to bring
home to us the terrible reality and earnestness of war. If he has not brought bodies and
laid them in our door-yards and along the street, he has done something very like it.” 394
Thus images of battlefield horrors were presented to large swaths of the public for the
first time.
Just as the emerging technology of photographic processes served to, in a sense,
democratize something of the war, bring something of its horrors to the doorsteps of the
masses (of Northern cities at least), photography also democratized the process of
representation and self-representation. As the Times of London reported on August 30th,
1862, “America swarms with the members of the mighty tribe of cameristas, and the civil
war has developed their business in the same way that it has given an impetus to the
manufacturers of metallic air-tight coffins and embalmers of the dead. The young
Volunteer rushes off at once to the studio when he puts on his uniform, and the soldier of
a year’s campaign sends home his likeness.” 395 By the 1860s, advances in photographic
processes meant that images could not only be captured but also reproduced, and cheaply
at that. Revealed to the world in 1839, Louis Daguerre’s invention, the daguerreotype,
produced only one (very delicate) image on a silver-plated sheet of copper which had to
be enclosed in a protective case. Variations on his technique, such as the ambrotype and
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tintype, differed in the specific chemicals and materials used, but they also produced a
single image, something which, like a painting, could only be viewed in one place at one
time.
The real revolution in photography came with the wet collodion, or wet plate
process. This process created a single glass plate negative which could then be used to
create a practically endless number of prints. It may have been mass reproducible but it
was still a delicate, complicated procedure. Each glass plate had to be cleaned, then
coated as evenly as possible with a collodion solution composed of a number of noxious
and hazardous chemicals including ether and acid. Within a dark room or tent, the plate
was immersed in a bath of silver nitrate, and the result was a light sensitive surface. The
still wet glass plate was quickly transferred to a light proof holder which was then
brought to the camera. Once the lens cap was removed for several seconds—up to
minutes—depending on the conditions, the photograph would be made. The exposed
plate was then brought back to a dark room inside the light-proof holder, where it had to
be immediately developed, fixed, rinsed and dried. Each negative would have taken
around thirty minutes to produce.
From its infancy, the medium of photography was imbued with the weight of
indisputable, scientific truth. Reverend H.J. Morton, D.D. in his essay “Photography as
an Authority” published in the Philadelphia Photographer, wrote that the camera
“represents just what it sees. It has an eye that cannot be deceived, and a fidelity that
cannot be corrupted.” The camera “is a witness on whose testimony the most certain
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conclusions may be confidently founded.” 396 In fact “daguerreotype” quickly became a
“common verb that meant telling the literal truth of things.” 397 As one New York Times
contributor wrote in a notice for Brady’s exhibit, “if our readers wish to know the horrors
of the battlefield, let them go to BRADY’s gallery and see the fearful reproductions
which he has on exhibit, and for sale. In all the literal repulsiveness of nature, like the
naked corpses of our dead soldiers...blackened faces, distorted features, expressions most
agonizing, and details of absolute verity, teach us a lesson which it is well for us to
learn.” 398 The images, quite simply, were taken as unadulterated truth and invested with a
profound power to communicate authentic reality and “absolute verity” which eclipsed
the capacities of that artist’s pen or writer’s word.
Historians, critics, and photographic analysis would discover, years later, that
Brady’s images had been manipulated, that their “absolute verity” was often counterfeit.
Corpses were photographed, then dragged to different locations, staged and reshot by
Alexander Gardner (who initially worked for Brady and shot the images in the Antietam
exhibit) and his assistants. The faces on dead bodies were manipulated, turned to face the
camera, lifeless hands were positioned, poetically, on hearts that had stopped. 399
Matthew Brady supposedly said “the camera is the eye of history,” and the nineteenth
century public was certainly on his side. But of course, behind the viewfinder of the
camera was always the eye of a man, someone who constructed, staged, conceived of the
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image. Again it is important to keep in mind the specific technical abilities and
limitations of the medium in the mid-nineteenth century. Photographs were not made
haphazardly, there were no snapshots taken on a whim, no rolls of film with twenty-four
or thirty-six opportunities for impact. Each image would have been painstakingly
constructed and preconceived before any light hit the surface of the plate. People believed
images captured by the camera, literally “written in light,” were true. And even when the
images were widely circulated as engravings or woodcuts in magazines and newspapers,
a drawing “made from daguerreotype” as the caption would often read, maintained a
particular closeness with verity that another sketch could not claim.
Since Herodotus, it has been no secret that war is violent. But it is different to see
images, to see the wreckage in all its physical and bodily detail; as the New York Times
put it of Brady’s photographs, “these pictures have a terrible distinctness.” Images,
especially photographic images, are different than novels or narratives of nonfiction.
Even though photographs were constructed, and exhibit authorial and artistic intent, most
viewers did not question their veracity in the nineteenth century. There is a weighty
epistemological specificity to photography.
Just as it has never been a secret that war was violent, it was never a secret that
slavery harbored and even encouraged sexual crimes, that many slaveholders had
children by their slaves. We know that this reality was known and felt by southerners.
Mary Chestnut commented on the “mulatto children in everybody’s household.” 400
400
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Gertrude Thomas, commenting on a man who had carried on a relationship with a
mulatto slave, said that “nothing was thought of it,” because “there was no one without
sin ‘to cast the first stone at him.’” 401 But the “open secret” of light-skinned slaves was
not confined to the South; north of the Mason Dixon this inconvenient fact was
marshalled by anti-slavery activists. The immorality of slaveholder/slave rape was a
constant refrain in abolitionist circles. Novelists indulged in describing attempted rape
and incest, playwrights dramatized it, former slaves wrote narratives and delivered
lectures testifying to slaveholders’ abuse of enslaved women. Harriet Beecher Stowe
immortalized the slaveholding sexual predator Simon Legree in Uncle Tom’s Cabin.
Frederick Douglass wrote of partus, “this arrangement admits of the greatest license to
brutal slaveholders and their profligate sons, brothers, relations and friends, and gives to
the pleasure of sin the additional attraction of profit.” 402 Harriet Jacobs wrote of
slaveholding women, “Children of every shade of complexion play with her own fair
babies, and too well she knows that they are born unto him of his own household.” 403 So
enslaved people knew, white southerners knew, and many northerners knew. And yet,
just as photographs of Civil War dead changed how many Americans saw the war,
photographs of white-looking enslaved people changed how Americans saw the sexual
dynamics of slavery.
It was one thing to read novels like Uncle Tom’s Cabin, or Richard Hildreth’s The
White Slave, which centered on two very light-skinned slaves and a dramatization
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attempted and realized incest, or Hezekiah Hosmer’s Adela, the Octoroon, with its
portrayal of a wicked southern patriarch’s incestuous assault of his enslaved daughter. It
was another thing still, to read first-hand accounts of slavery which described sexual
violence, or even to hear descriptions of light-skinned slaves first hand. 404 It was another
thing altogether to open your newspaper and see a full page image, based on a
photograph, of a group of “white and colored slaves from New Orleans.”
Slavery was like a war in and of itself. As the former slave Mary Grandberry
remembered, “de blacks and de whites would have terr’bles’ battles sometimes.” 405
Hegel famously wrote of the encounters between masters and slaves as struggles to the
death. The battles and wars of slavery were not always physical fights of course. The
battles took the form of work stoppages, of running away, of psychological challenges
and of various claims enslaved people made to their own bodily autonomy. 406 Many of
these battles were fought on the terrain of enslaved women’s bodies; they were fights for
sexual access in which the scales were heavily, often irrevocably, tipped in the
slaveholder’s advantage. Photographs which documented the embodied results of these
sexual battles, photographs of light-skinned children who were owned and fathered by
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their masters, shared with Brady’s images of war a unique quality of historical impact
and power.
If, as Martha Hodes put it, “it was the problem of the child that brought the illicit
liaison into the public realm beyond the confines of gossip and scandal,” then the images
of these mixed-race children increased the recognition of illicit incestuous sex by orders
of magnitude. 407 Just as battlefield photographs of Civil War dead changed how
Americans saw the war, photographs of white-looking slaves changed how Americans
saw the sexual dynamics of slavery. With the advent of photography, no longer would the
incestuous eventualities of slavery remain the subject of “private” domestic spheres,
household governance, or private-party litigation; with photographic and lithographic
reproductions of “white slaves,” incest went from private to public as the racial baggage
of slavery was made newly visible. Northerners who had never ventured to the South
could now envision what southern slaveholders’ sexual predation could produce. They
could not only envision it; they could purchase a carte de visite of “Rebecca,” a
“perfectly white” emancipated slave child from New Orleans. 408
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“White and Colored Slaves”
Enslaved and free people in the South knew all too well that many slaves were as
white as their masters, but that knowledge became more ubiquitous and unavoidable
when, beginning in the winter of 1863, a series of newspaper stories ran which described
former slaves who looked just like white people. Reports of white-looking slaves had
been published in newspapers before the outbreak of the Civil War. 409 Henry Ward
Beecher had made a practice of holding “mock auctions” of light-skinned enslaved girls
in his church. 410 But in 1863 and 1864, as the war waged on, one group of eight
emancipated slaves garnered a considerable amount of press. From Muscatine, Iowa to
London, England, well over a dozen stories were published. Stories ran in abolitionist
weeklies like The Liberator, and in dailies including The New York Times and The New
York Tribune. Most notably, a full page illustration of the group was published, under the
headline “EMANCIPATED SLAVES, WHITE AND COLORED,” in Harper’s Weekly,
the most widely read periodical in the country during the Civil War which had a
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circulation between 150,000 and 200,000 readers. 411 At least three publications—
Harper’s Weekly, The Freedmen’s Advocate, and Youth’s Companion—published
illustrations based on photographs of the former slaves. A readership of hundreds of
thousands of people were thus exposed to illustrations, based on photographs of the
emancipated slaves. The majority of the articles explicitly promoted the dissemination of
these images; advertising that photographs of the emancipated slaves were available for
sale and telling readers how and where they could purchase them. Accounts and images
of “white slaves” exposed a wide readership to the sexual crimes inherent in the slave
system.
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Figure 13. Emancipated Slaves Brought From Louisiana by Col. George H. Hanks,
photograph, M.H. Kimball, New York, 1863, Print Department, Library Company of
Philadelphia.

On January 1, 1864, the first issue of The Freedmen’s Advocate was published.
The very first headline in the paper, on the publication’s first front page, read
“EMANCIPATED SLAVES, Brought From New Orleans by Col. George H. Hanks.”
Beneath the headline a “wood cut, engraved expressly for this paper” was printed which
depicted four light skinned children, one dark skinned child, and three dark skinned
adults; emancipated slaves every one. The image that appeared in print, the article
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explained, was based on a photograph. Even though the white skin of the children (who
again were reported to be former slaves) may have seemed implausible, the
representation was hailed by the paper as “in all respects faithful, except so far as a wood
cut in a newspaper usually fails to come up to the clearness and delicacy of a
photograph.” Not only was it lacking the clarity of a photograph, the image of the
emancipated slaves fell short even of the ideal woodcut, the editors explained, which
required “superior paper, ink, and presswork.” 412 This was not a woodcut executed by
Durer or another master printmaker. Moreover a woodcut, no matter the abilities of the
artist or the quality of the paper, could not capture what a photograph could. A woodcut
is a relief printmaking technique, a subtractive process: the white portions of the image
are gouged out of a block of wood with a small gouge or chisel, and the black portions of
the image are what remain to carry the ink. Blackness is the default and starting point of
the print, just as blackness was presumably the default condition of the enslaved. Yet four
of the figures depicted looked to be white slaves.
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Figure 14. Freedmen’s Advocate 1, no. 1 (January 1, 1864), 1. AAS Historical
Periodicals Collection, American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, MA.
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Figure 15. Woodcut engraving, detail from The Freedmen’s Advocate.

The representational limits and relative crudeness of the medium aside, the author
of the piece was keen to head off any skepticism on the part of the readers pertaining to
the pale skin of four of the former slaves. The writer(s) of the piece, members of the
National Freedmen’s Relief Association (the Advocate was the official organ), knew this
group of emancipated slaves personally. They even assured the reader that “some of them
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[were] prattling around us” as they composed the article. The writers hoped that it would
be “distinctly understood that it is no fancy picture.” The woodcut was as exact a copy of
the photograph as was humanly possible to create; no artistic liberties had been taken.
Technically speaking, it is difficult and time-consuming to achieve a mid-range tone in a
woodcut, it requires cross-hatching or other such techniques through a laborious
subtractive process—chiseling out the white area around and in between the cross
hatching). As such, rendering pure white is much easier than rendering something in
between white and black. Still, the former slave children in the picture appeared white not
because the artist was lazy or limited in talent, or because it was a “fancy picture” that
had been manipulated. The emancipated slaves really were as white as they appeared.
The group of formerly enslaved people who were pictured and written about in
The Freedmen’s Advocate had been brought to New York from New Orleans by Col.
George Hanks late in the winter of 1863 in order to raise money for freedmen’s schools
in Louisiana. On August 29, 1863, Maj. General Nathaniel P. Banks had appointed Col.
Hanks, along with two other Union officers, to a commission “to regulate the enrollment,
recruiting, employment, and education of persons of color” in Union occupied New
Orleans and the surrounding areas. 413 Part of that job, it turned out, was to raise the
private capital necessary to fund the freedmen’s schools. That pressing financial need is
what precipitated the publicity tour which brought the eight formerly enslaved students to
the North. As the Union Army—indeed the federal government at large—did so often
during this period, they relied on private philanthropists and capitalists to get the job
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done. 414 The tour of emancipated slaves was orchestrated as a fundraising measure by the
members of the leadership of the American Missionary Association and the National
Freedmen’s Relief Association, groups that provided much needed financial and material
aid to the Union. 415 While Colonel Hanks facilitated the tour by physically shepherding
the former slaves to the North, the financial need of the Union was such that they were in
many ways at the mercy of groups like the AMA and the NFRA.
The visual impact of this group of emancipated slaves was hardly lost on the
philanthropic organizations which orchestrated the tour. The arresting sight of these
former slaves was the reason for the tour in the first place, a fact born out in their
itinerary. The eight emancipated slaves were taken to photographer’s studios in New
York and the light-skinned slaves were photographed in Philadelphia as well (the whole
group were said to have traveled on to Vermont, Washington, D.C. and other towns in
addition). The group was trotted out as featured attractions at abolitionist meetings in
Philadelphia, at rallies in Henry Ward Beecher’s Brooklyn Church and at a Prof.
Mattison’s Church in New York, and they were doubtless displayed at many other
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gatherings. Dozens of photographic portraits were made (mostly of the light-skinned
children), and the people themselves were put on display in the offices of the National
Freedmen’s Relief Association in New York City, where visitors were encouraged to
come see them in the flesh. If a publication lacked the means to print an illustration or
commission a woodcut, its article, often headlined “WHITE SLAVES” would make sure
to emphasize the fair skin and straight light hair of the children.

Fair-skinned and Straight-haired
The illustrations and photographs of the children were shocking, but their true
impact was realized not through the images alone but through the background provided in
the accompanying reporting and editorializing. The accounts emphasized the familial
context in particular—slaves owned and sold by their own fathers and uncles. Longer
stories, like those that ran in The Freedmen’s Advocate and Harper’s Weekly, featured
illustrations along with biographical sketches of each individual emancipated slave.
Eleven year old Rebecca Huger had been “a slave in her father’s house, the special
attendant of a girl a little older than herself. To all appearance she is perfectly white. Her
complexion, hair, and features show not the slightest trace of negro blood.” 416 Rosina
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Downs was only six years old “a fair child, with blonde complexion and silky hair.”
Rosina, or Rosa as she was often referred to, had one sister who was reported to be as
white as she was, and three brothers who were darker. Nine year old Augusta Broujey,
whose father was her owner, had an enslaved mother who was “almost white,” was
owned by her half-brother, a man who still retained ownership of two of her other
children. Charles Taylor, who was eight years old, had a “very fair” complexion, “his hair
light and silky.” The Harper’s editor added, “three out of five boys in any school in New
York are darker than he.” According to the reports, Charles had been sold by his father,
Alexander Wethers of Lewis County, Virginia, to a slave trader, who had sold Charles
along with his mother to a Mr. Thornhill of New Orleans. All of the light-skinned
children were owned by their relatives. 417 Was it possible for Rebecca to be a different
race than her “white” slaveholding father? These images laid bare what Barbara Fields
has called “the anomaly of American racial convention” that considers a black woman
incapable of giving birth to a white child. 418 If these “white” children had been held as
slaves and born to an enslaved mother, at some point a woman of African descent gave
birth to a child with white skin.
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Figure 16. “Emancipated Slaves, White and Colored,” Illustration from original
photograph, printed in Harper’s Weekly, January 30, 1864. Kislak Center for Special
Collections, Rare Books, and Manuscripts, University of Pennsylvania.
It is not entirely clear how these eight individuals were chosen for this publicity
tour out of thousands of students already enrolled in freedmen’s schools by the winter of
1863-4, but it is not hard to imagine. 419 While the “white slaves,” the three girls and one
boy, were written about most in the press and garnered the majority of the attention, each
person in the group had something to recommend them as particularly emblematic of
slavery’s evils. There was Wilson Chinn, one of the adults, who had been branded on his
forehead with his former owner’s initials, “V.B.M.” M.H. Kimball, one of the
419
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photographers who made a portrait of the group, actually retouched the glass plate
negative to emphasize the brand on Chinn’s forehead, the only “fancy picture”
manipulation of the negatives that took place. 420 Mary Johnson, the adult woman of the
group, was described as having come to New York to “help take care of the children,” but
she too brought some value in her suffering in the minds of the abolitionists. “On her left
arm at the elbow are the scars of three cuts given her by her mistress with a raw hide,”
and her back was covered in scars from her master; marks of the punishment she endured
for bringing her former master his morning coffee half an hour late. The editors
described, “delicate as it may seem, we asked permission to see the effects of the terrible
scourging, and, therefore speak of what our own eyes witnessed.” Meant to reinforce the
verity of the story, the anecdote of the writers “asking” permission for Mary to undress to
her waist brings home how abolitionists and slaveholders were often treading on the same
ground: Mary could hardly refuse this “request.” The third adult was Robert Whitehead,
an “ordained Baptist preacher to the colored people,” had “received sixty-two cuts on his
naked back at one time, and soon afterward wore a huge iron gag in his mouth for forty
days,” all for the crime of preaching the gospel. Such a scenario would have incensed the
readers of the Advocate, which was closely related to and supervised by the American
Missionary Association. There was also Isaac—or Ikey—White, described as a black boy
of about eight years old. Isaac was not the focus of any of the newspaper coverage, but he
was described in a positive light as a very good student who was loyal to the Union.
420
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Unlike Wilson Chinn, who had been branded on his forehead, Mary Johnson, who
had been brutally whipped over a trivial matter, or Robert Whitehead, who was brutally
punished for preaching the gospel, Isaac White was not presented as emblematic of one
of slavery’s ultimate cruelties. It is possible that Isaac was brought along on the tour as a
nod to the reality that many of the children educated at freedmen’s schools did not, in
fact, look white as his fellow travelers did. Or, in a more cynical estimation, Isaac could
have been included in the trip to serve as a stark visual contrast to the light skinned
children.
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Figure 17. “Isaac & Rosa, Slave Children from New Orleans,” carte de visite, M.H.
Kimball, 1863, Library of Congress. 421
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In addition to this carte de visite of Isaac and Rosa, the Library of Congress’s collection contains
another almost identical portrait of the two, but with Rosa outfitted in a hat and cape. “Isaac and Rosa,
slave children from New Orleans,” Library of Congress, LOT 14022, no. 185 [P&P].
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Exposure and Circulation
The prints, photographs, and accounts of these “white and colored slaves” have
been discussed in the historiographical literature with almost a unitary focus on their
publication in Harper’s Weekly. But the first illustration was published in The
Freedmen’s Advocate and many other papers besides Harper’s ran the story. 422 The fact
that the story appeared first in The Freedmen’s Advocate underscores the
abolitionist/philanthropic roots of the image making and of the tour itself. Indeed C.C.
Leigh, the chairmen of the National Freedmen’s Relief Association (the organization
behind The Advocate), not only helped engineer the publicity tour to begin with, he sent
the group photograph and accompanying descriptions to Harper’s Weekly to ensure the
story reached a wider audience. The full extent of the publicity arm of philanthropic
organizations is difficult to piece together, though it was clearly robust. Whether
prompted by Leigh directly or not, many papers reprinted a short piece titled “WHITE
SLAVES” that ran first in the New York Tribune on November 12, 1863. Though the
Freedmen’s Advocate was the first paper to publish an image, the Tribune printed what
was seemingly the first account to appear in the press:
WHITE SLAVES. Col. Hanks, who has had charge of the freedmen of Louisiana,
has been directed by Gen. Banks to proceed North, and present to the loyal people
the situation of thousands of negroes in his department. The Col. has arrived at
this port, and brings with him a man who is branded on the forehead with the
name of his late master; a woman whose back and shoulders are scarred with the
422
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lash of her oppressors; a preacher of the gospel, until lately a slave; and three little
white girls, with straight light brown hair and blue eyes; they are good looking
children—indeed, one of them is very handsome...Col. Hanks left the city last
evening, and will proceed directly to Washington, taking with him the children
who had been redeemed from a life of bondage. During their stay in this city, a
number of philanthropic and patriotic ladies and gentlemen called at the
Freedmen’s Relief Rooms, No. 1 Mercer street, to see them.
This short piece, interestingly, makes no mention of the two boys (one light and one
dark) who were among the group. This would prove to be a trend in much of the
coverage. In fact the majority of individual photographic portraits that were taken of the
group featured the light-skinned children, with particular emphasis on the girls.
Not only was the emphasis in press coverage on the girls, and on Rebecca in
particular, but it was the photographs of the girls which were most often highlighted in
the notices advertising the sale of the photographs. In fact, the story in The Freedmen’s
Advocate concluded with this:
P.S.— Mr. C.C. Leigh, our excellent Chairman, has a carte de visite of August,
Rosa, and Rebecca, standing together with their cloaks and bonnets on. It is a
beautiful thing, with the names of each of the children under her. They are sent by
mail to all who want them for 25 cents, and the profits all go to help support our
schools. There are six other photographs, single and in groups, at 25 cents each.
Also, the large interesting group at the head of our paper at $1 each, by mail;
profits appropriated to the same cause. 423
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“EMANCIPATED SLAVES, Brought from New Orleans, by Col. George H. Hanks.” Freedmen’s
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Figure 18. “Rosa. Rebecca. Augusta. Emancipated Slave Children, From our schools in
New Orleans,” carte de visite, Whitney & Paradise, New York, 1863, Library of
Congress.
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It is not clear how many of the photographs were printed and sold, but a letter to the
editor in the National Anti-Slavery Standard from Mrs. Frances D. Gage reported that at
one event in Philadelphia (the same event where Frederick Douglass spoke), seventy-five
dollars worth of photographs of the former slaves were sold. The advent of the wet
collodion process, and in particular the carte de visite format of the albumen print, made
this distribution possible. The albumen process was the first reproducible photographic
process that was commercially viable, and enabled a negative to be printed on paper or
cardstock. The carte de visite in particular was a small albumen print mounted on a card
four inches by two and a half inches. Crucially, carte de visites could be sent through the
mail without any protective case. They were so popular, in fact, that Oliver Wendell
Holmes remarked in 1863, “Card portraits, as everybody knows, have become the social
currency, the 'green-backs' of civilization." 424
The fact that these photographs were commercialized allowed their reach to
widen significantly. As the National Anti-Slavery Standard advocated, “it is well that
these persons should be seen as widely as possible,” and the advertisements for their sale
ensured that would be the case. The Standard offered its readers several locations at
which to purchase the photographs: they could be acquired by mail or “bought at the
following places in Broadway; T.H. Williams, no. 353 ; W.H. Kelley, no. 627, and Miller
and Matthews, No. 757.” 425 Harper’s Weekly noted that the photographs “are for sale at
the rooms of the National Freedman’s Relief Association, No. 1 Mercer Street, New York
or I will send them by mail on receipt of the price: $1 for the large picture, 25 cents each
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for the small ones.” 426 Just as the story in The Freedmen’s Advocate had guided readers
towards the photograph of the girls in particular, so too did the National Anti-Slavery
Standard: “The pictures are admirably executed, under the direction of Mr. Charles
Paxton, who evidently has fine skill in the photographic art. The whole group is sold for
$1 ; the card visites at twenty-five cents each. One of them represents the old slave with
his collar on and the manacles around his legs ; another, a group of four learning to read;
but the finest in the series is Rebecca, looking at ‘the old flag.’” 427
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“White and Colored Slaves,” Harper’s Weekly 8 (January 30, 1864), 71.
Ibid.
214

Figure 19. “‘Oh! How I love the old flag.’” Rebecca, A Slave Girl from New Orleans,
carte de visite, Charles Paxson, New York, 1864, Schomburg Center for Research in
Black Culture, New York Public Library.
The distribution of the carte de visites was not limited to circles of New York or
Boston abolitionists. The reach was international. The National Freedmen’s Relief
Association’s annual report for 1865, addressed to the people of Great Britain and
Ireland, included an advertisement for the photographs. The final page of NFRA’s
“Appeal to the people of Great Britain and Ireland” read: “Photographs of former slaves,
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these photographs, including those of the beautiful slave children, the nett proceeds of
which will are devoted to the cause, may be had at this office, 98, Fleet Street, London.
4s for the Large Group, and 1s for the Cartes de Visite. To those who buy to sell again a
liberal Discount will be made.” 428 The discount offered to wholesale purchases is telling.
The organization was keenly aware of the fundraising opportunities presented by these
images and wanted to capitalize on that capacity by offering financial incentives to
wholesalers. Based on one letter to the editor of the Kendal Mercury, a paper in North
West England, the strategy worked. A man named James Cropper wrote in “Sire,— I
have lately received some photographs of slave children, which I think some of your
readers may like to examine. Mr. Wilson has kindly allowed me to place them in his
shop, where any one may see them who cares to do so. Though I had often heard of
Octoroon and Quadroon negroes, I confess I hardly expected to see faces so entirely like
our own.” 429
Circulation reached Canada as well, as was evident in Alexander Milton Ross’s
Recollections and experiences of an abolitionist: from 1855 to 1865, which was
published in Toronto in 1875. Addressing a Canadian audience, Ross writes, “most of
you have doubtless seen the photographs of the slave children from new orleans.” Ross
was confident that his readership would have seen the photographs, he did not feel the
need to describe them in great detail. He continued, “these innocent children, as white as
any child in montreal, were destined for the slave market. This is not by any means an
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isolated case, but of frequent and daily occurrence in the Slave States. What do you think
of a father selling his own child, and that child a pure innocent girl, as white, if not whiter
than himself, and for the basest, vilest, and most loathsome purpose imaginable?” 430
These “white and colored slaves” from New Orleans had become so recognizable a
reference point that they might be described as “as white as any child in Montreal” or as
white as any child in Kendal, England, or in fact, “whiter” than many school boys in New
York City.
When Ross wrote of “the vilest, most loathsome purpose imaginable” in the
context of the father/daughter relationship, he echoed the emphasis on the familial crimes
of the slavery which a good deal of the coverage displayed. The images emboldened
northern abolitionist publications, and reached audiences not only internationally but also
intergenerationally. The Youth’s Companion, a publication created for young Christian
readers, did not sanitize the familial crimes of slavery. Its coverage emphasized in
particular the experiences of enslaved children, the sons and daughters of white masters
and sisters and brothers of free white siblings. As the story in The Youth’s Companion
described:
Let our friends not be surprised that these girls are white. They are in fact as light
colored, and we dare say, as good looking as most of our young readers of their
sex. And so it often is at the South. Large numbers of the slaves are white. This
indicates one of the evils, and the great wickedness of slavery. The white slave
children are not unfrequently the children of their masters. Often a number of
children will grow up together in the same family. They play together as
companions. They are all as fair to look upon as you or I, and in the sight of God
there is no reason why there should be any difference between one and another.
They are brothers and sisters, for they have the same father. Yet a part of them are
430
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slaves. Why? Because their mother was a slave. The others are free born, for their
mother was the wife of their father. The poor white children of the slave mother
are sold like brutes to the highest bidder, by their worse than brute father, while
their free born brothers and sisters, who are not whiter than they in complexion, or
purer in heart, inherit the father’s wealth, and enjoy the blessings of that freedom
which is the choicest earthly gift from God to man. Thus slavery degrades and
makes fiendish the dearest relations and the purest instincts of humanity. 431

Figure 20. “White Slaves,” illustration from Youth’s Companion, March 9, 1865, Kislak
Center for Special Collections, Rare Books, and Manuscripts, University of
Pennsylvania.
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During the war, the social and sexual worlds of slavery became nationally known,
spurred on by a new visual medium. In addition to the descriptions of the emancipated
slaves sent in to Harper’s by C.C. Leigh, the Harper’s editors published another piece in
the same issue of the magazine. They wrote that people who did not know the “truth”
about slavery believed that “that a society planted upon slavery was a kind of scriptural
idyl and patriarchal Arcadia.” But the war exposed “the loathsome secret history of
slavery.”
A terrible illustration of this truth of the outrage of all natural human affections
we present to-day in the engravings, from photographs of slave children. . .the
offspring of white fathers through two or three generations. They are as white, as
intelligent, as docile, as most of our own children. Yet the “chivalry,” the
“gentlemen” of the Slave States, by the awful logic of the system, doom them all.
. . the “chivalry” that sells its children. . . 432
There is a recognition here of a “secret history” of southern slavery: an “awful logic of
the system,” blending sex and racial categories behind a facade of “patriarchal Arcadia”
that led to light-skinned slaves.
In January 1864, a full year after the Emancipation Proclamation, Harper’s
captured the enormous weight now resting upon the shoulders of southern slaveholders,
whose worst-kept secrets were now impossible to deny. “When the war began,” claimed
Harpers, “two things were inevitable: first, that the loathsome secret history of the slave
system in this country would be exposed; and, second, that the appalled and indignant
common sense of the people would see that no honorable peace was possible except upon
condition of the annihilation of the system.” The article confirmed, “The war has brought
the people of this country face to face with this unspeakable infamy of slavery.” And the
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“gentry” knew that once the “terrible truth” was revealed, it would “annihilate their
“institution.” As Harper’s predicted, publications like theirs would force a wider public
to come to terms with the end of slavery, with its web of complicated sexual, familial,
and incestuous relationships.
The stories and images of the “white slaves” had exposed not only planters’
abuses but also the arbitrary nature of the racial categories that underlay race-based
slavery and Northern, scientifically backed, white supremacy alike. As emancipation was
unfolding, these images fanned the flames of anxiety about what mixed-race progeny
meant for the durability of white supremacy, and cultivated the innate sense of unease
that slavery had transformed the family into something deeply impure. As Mary Niall
Mitchell observes, the photographs advertised in Harper’s “hinted at the dangers of
emancipation . . . if the words ‘slave child’ beneath the girls’ portraits kept them from
walking into the world as white, how else would one be able to discern non-whiteness
when slavery no longer held such people in check?”433 The interracial incest of the slave
South had created a racial spectrum that undermined the white supremacy that slavery
itself had solidified, and the project of incorporating new citizens into the nation during
Reconstruction would have to contend with that reality.
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CHAPTER 5: “If I Had My Justice”: Freedwomen, the Freedmen’s Bureau, Paternity,
and Paternalism in the Post-Emancipation South
There were many obstacles facing a freedwoman when she sought assistance from
the federal government. Would she be able to make the journey to an office of the
Freedmen’s Bureau, which could be a considerable distance away? Would she be able to
dictate a letter if she herself was unable to transcribe her complaint to paper? Would an
agent of the government, almost certainly a white man, believe her when she talked about
being forced to have sex with her former owner? Would he believe her when she said that
her children had been stolen away from her by the man who used to own them? If the
agent did believe her, what would he do about it? Freedwomen were constrained by their
circumstances in the immediate aftermath of emancipation. Yet the accountability that
these women sought, and in some cases got, however limited, was strikingly new and
explosive.
Just as the women were governed, to an extent, by a set of constraints, the
documents that remain to tell their stories are similarly moderated and bridled. The
reports were mediated; written down by strangers, interpreted and channeled up the chain
of command to additional officials, summarized by others, and ruled on in some cases by
another set of powerful white male interpreters: government officials and judges. When
women approached the Bureau they were often governed not only by the need tell their
truth, but also by the need to tell their truth in a particular way; to appeal to politics of
respectability and to conform to, or at least not irreparably offend, particular ideas about
womanhood and morality. These constraints, however present, cannot stifle the voices of
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the freedwomen who showed up to government offices across the South, and cannot
cover up the powerful rights claims they articulated. 434
The legal and social system of slavery rarely documented the voices of enslaved
women. After emancipation this changed dramatically. The depredations and forms of
violence that slavery had entailed left scars and lingered. But now, after freedom, women
did not have to be charged with murder in order to publicly expose the abuse of white
men in positions of power; they could bring their own complaints against the men who
had owned them. Freedwomen described sexual assaults they had suffered and resisted
under slavery, and they brought complaints to the Freedman’s Bureau demanding child
support from their former owners who had fathered their children. In their sworn
statements, some of these women articulated experiences of sexual violence through the
intellectual frameworks of equal rights and justice.
The complicated matrix of race, violence, and paternalism extended into the postemancipation period, in which freedwomen used pro-slavery logic to their own legal
advantage. That is, the logic of paternalism and its sexual depredations outlasted slavery
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itself, but was mobilized by freedwomen against their former owners. Former
slaveholders who wrote to the Freedman’s Bureau themselves routinely used a rhetoric of
family when they spoke about their former slaves in an attempt to perpetuate slavery’s
property and power dynamics. One Alabama planter referred to “family negroes [who]
have always lived in the family” when petitioning the Bureau for financial assistance in
1866, deploying false constructs of kinship as a tools to control his post-emancipation
situation. 435 As freedwomen’s testimony reveals, the same class of men who had coerced
sexual relations with and impregnated their slaves might later refer to these women as
their family members when it was expedient. 436
After emancipation, some freedwomen were quick to adopt and adapt
slaveholder’s professed ideology of family for their own purposes. Specifically, I have
found more than a dozen cases in which freedwomen authored complaints to the
Freedman’s Bureau alleging their former masters fathered their children and were
refusing to support them. 437 These women seized the revolutionary potential of
Reconstruction policies and engaged the federal state in the adjudication of slavery’s
evils. Freedwomen took up the rhetoric of paternalism and used it in tandem with a
vernacular jurisprudence of justice. These women sought to hold former owners to the
435
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same code of family that they had professed (when it was expedient) during and after
slavery. A woman named Margarite Hood, for example, told the Bureau that her former
master and “self-reported father” of her two daughters claimed to have fatherly privileges
and supervision of the young women, but he used that authority to illegally bind the girls
to him for life. 438 Hood asserted to the Bureau that her former master had misused his
position as father, former master, and self-professed protector. In doing so, he had also
perverted the laws established in Louisiana's Civil Code pertaining to custody, as
Margarite points out in her petition. So at the same time that former slaveholders were
cynically invoking kinship ties (often for their own financial gain by having former slave
apprenticed to them), formerly enslaved women were deploying their own rhetoric of
justice, taking up some of the same terms and ideas exploited by their former masters, but
marshalling them for their own liberated purposes.
The complaints reveal several things. First, they demonstrate that the language of
paternalism lingered after emancipation, and that this rhetoric of fictive family (my
former slave is a member of my family) could be coupled, perversely, with a denial of
biological paternity (I will not pay to support my biological children whose mother I used
to own.) Former slave owners continued to refer to their former slaves as members of
their families even as they sought to dodge the financial responsibilities of fatherhood.
Freedwomen, however, used the “logic” of paternalism for their own ends, attempting to
hold their former owners to the framework that the men themselves had espoused.
Second, these paternity cases reveal that freedwomen understood their attempts to win
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child support from their former masters as more than material necessity; they often
framed their complaints in terms of justice and equal rights. By invoking these potent
new legal concepts against their former masters, these women reimagined their
relationship with law and American society.
The paternalistic logic that the women adopted in their complaints emerged
directly out of slaveholder ideology. Charles Smith, a former slaveholder in Knoxville,
Tennessee, for example, gave his slave Julia his last name and impregnated her about six
months before Tennessee ratified the Thirteenth Amendment. Smith refused to
acknowledge his paternity, but nevertheless persisted in his use of paternalistic language
to refer to Julia. On September 5th, 1865, Julia Smith swore in an affidavit to the
Freedman’s Bureau that her 8-week-old infant, who was born about three months after
legal emancipation in Tennessee, was the offspring of Charles. Julia Smith approached
the Freedmen’s Bureau for assistance in recouping child support after her former
“mistress,” Charles’s wife, drove her away from their plantation, threatening to “cow
hide” the nine months pregnant Julia and “throw hot water on her” if she did not leave
immediately. 439
Despite these threats of bodily harm, Julia took her case to the state. As Capt.
David Boyd, the bureau’s agent in Knoxville, wrote in his enclosure on the complaint:
“[Charles Smith] denied being the father of this child but would not make an affidavit
that he had no sexual intercourse with her.” Ultimately, Charles agreed to pay Julia the
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“amounts required by the laws of the state of Tennessee to be paid by father of bastards
for their support.” 440 However the official agreement did not recognize or reveal the real
reason why Charles Smith was paying Julia. In the agreement, signed by Boyd, Charles
Smith wrote that the payments were for “the support of a col’d woman ‘Julia’ formerly a
slave belonging to me she being unable to support herself and young child. I do not wish
to have so disagreeable [a] person in my family.” 441
Why did Charles Smith use the rhetoric of family in the very document that was
designed to obfuscate the fact that he was the biological father of Julia’s child? 442 There
is a dual process occurring in Smith’s agreement, a denial of paternity and a perverted
profession of paternalism, a disowning and owning occurring simultaneously. Smith
cannot acknowledge his paternity of his former slave’s child, but he still includes Julia in
his vision of a wrecked plantation family. He does not want her in his family any longer,
but the child, who is actually his biological offspring, was born free and was therefore
never included in Smith’s plantation family to begin with.
The behavior of former owners like Smith reveals how thin, how limited, and how
self-serving the metaphor of the plantation family had always been. Paternalism was
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based on the fact that the paternal figure could extract their slaves’ labor, and their
children’s labor, and was bolstered by the fact that those two conditions often overlapped;
their children were often their slaves. After the legal binds of slavery were broken, after
fathering children by one’s slave no longer added to an owner’s material wealth, the
obligation to provide for these children and play the part of the “great white father” was
no longer self-serving. Still, in many cases former owners clung to the rhetoric of the
plantation family, a fact that is further demonstrated in their petitions to have former
slave children apprenticed to them, and in their refusals to recognize the familial claims
of freedpeople more generally. Former masters resisted the profound realignment of
emancipation; it was a loss not only of property but also of a system of domestic
relations. 443 A slaveholder fantasy of a plantation family, black and white, that had seen
the antagonistic relations of labor, torture, rape and incest not for what they were, but
instead as bonds of attachment, mutual responsibility, and familial love.
David Chenault was another planter who mixed the language of paternalism with
the practice of sexual assault of enslaved women. His behavior was laid bare through the
complaint brought before the Bureau by his former slaves Mary and Rachel Malone.
Chenault was a white planter with “good property” in Sumner County, Tennessee who
owned twenty slaves in 1860. According to the testimony of Mary, Rachel and their
mother Rebecca, Chenault had admitted to fathering children by both sisters. Lt. Robert
McMillan, a subassistant commissioner for the Bureau, explained in his enclosure to
General Clinton Fisk, the assistant commissioner for Tennessee and Kentucky, that in
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addition to fathering children with his former slaves, Mary and Rachel, Chenault had a
lawful white wife who had three children. “His wife and each Mary and Rachel Malone
have children, their youngest that are within less than (2) two months of the same age. I
send you this case as one wanting special attention. As the citizens want some example in
such cases.” 444 McMillan was clearly disturbed by Chenault’s actions, the secretive
sexual predation of a man in violation of two sisters whom he owned and who were
living in his house. That the citizens of Sumner County wanted an example of how “such
cases” would be handled by the Bureau suggests that interracial and incestuous sex
within the domestic spaces of slavery was not uncommon. But who were these “citizens”
McMillian was referring to? The new citizens soon-to-be outlined in the 14th amendment
or white citizens?
The mere act of bringing their cases before the Freedman’s Bureau testified to
their desire to collect what they deserved, to exercise their rights as free women. Rebecca
Malone, the mother of Rachel and Mary, said that when she “reviled [Chenault] about
such conduct, having two sisters and a wife in the same yard, he said, “well, Aunt
“Becca” I can’t help it.” 445 Chenault’s choice to address Rebecca Malone as “Aunt
Becca” could reflect a paternalistic former planter’s condescension to an older black
woman. But Rebecca Malone was, in fact, the grandmother of six of his children. He had
fathered children by two women who were related to one another, and who lived in the
same house as the mother of his lawful wife and children. Chenault had impregnated all
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three within the span of a few months, and all three lived and worked in the “same yard.”
Rebecca Malone was something like family to Chenault, she was his children’s
grandmother.
Despite (or perhaps because of) her complex relationship to Chenault, Rebecca
not only confronted Chenault privately, she testified publicly to the Bureau about his
conduct. Rebecca said that Chenault had told her to keep the matter secret, which she did
until his abusive treatment began, at which point, Rebecca said, “I could not keep it any
longer.” Freedwomen like Rebecca and Mary Malone delivered sworn statements that
exposed the imbrication of kinship, sex, and property that constituted the systemic abuses
of slavery. These women may not have invoked the language of justice or equal rights
explicitly, but the Malones took powerful actions against the man who months earlier,
had legally owned them and their children.
Lucy Ann Bibb, a freedwoman living in Louisa County, Virginia, wrote to
General Brown at the Freedmen’s Bureau office in Richmond on June 29th, 1867. In her
appeal, which was not transcribed by a Bureau agent but written with emphatic
underlines, strikethroughs, and signed not with an “X” but with her full name, Bibb
outlined a powerful case. In the letter, which seems to be written in Bibb’s own hand, she
explained that a man named Samuel Parsons, an Assistant Clerk of the County Court, had
lived with her for several years, fathered her two children, but had since deserted her. In
fact, Bibb writes that Parsons “lived with me”, underlining the word that inscribes her
personhood as if to highlight the absurdity of Parson’s subsequent desertion and
dissolution of his responsibilities. Parsons had legally owned Bibb but he had “always
promised to be a husband” to her, and Bibb explained that she “loved him and trusted
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him as such for nearly six years.” Bibb continued, “we could not be married because I
was a slave although I am as white as most white people and have been as well bred in
most respects. I have been true to him as I think no one will deny.” Despite her fidelity,
wifeliness, whiteness, and his own promise, Parsons had deserted Bibb and her children
and was now refusing to provide sufficient support. 446
Bibb was navigating a delicate path with her appeal. She wrote to the Bureau as a
former slave, but presented herself as a well-bred white woman. She invoked concepts of
wifeliness, loyalty and love which would have meant something to the Northern bureau
agents reading her letter, yet she wrote as someone devoid of the legal benefits (such as
they were) of marriage. Through her letter she had to not only construct a narrative
representing her side of the case but erect a counter narrative to ideas about the
promiscuity, color, “breeding,” and unrespectability of slaves. Bibb was powerfully selfaware, and the letter reveals her in the act of crafting her own image on the page, an
image which would appeal to the men she needed to have on her side. She wrote, “Can
not something be done to compel him to support help me support my children?” Bibb
crossed out “support” and added “help me” to literally underline her own ability and
responsibility in the matter. She was not asking the federal government or a handout, she
was simply asking for assistance in pursuit of the same kind of justice which any
respectable woman should expect.
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As Bibb explained in her letter, one of her children was born in June 1865, while
the other was born a slave. Parsons offered to give Bibb bond for twenty-five dollars per
year (the word is underlined in Bibb’s letter, as if to highlight the absurdity of such a low
figure) to support the freeborn child if she agreed not to go to a magistrate about her case.
Bibb asked the reasonable and logical question, “Why should he not help support both?”
Indeed there is nothing in her own letter or the Bureau agent’s enclosures on the case to
indicate why Parsons felt he was bound to support a child conceived during slavery but
not one born in slavery. Bibb closes her letter with a final, pained appeal, a profound
distillation of the condition many freedpeople found themselves in at the war’s end: “Is
this the best I can do?” 447
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Figure 21. Letter from Lucy Ann Bibb, June 29, 1867, Freedmen and Southern Society
Project, University of Maryland, College Park.
Women like Bibb found themselves in impossible positions, confronted by a set
of laws which were not designed to accommodate the particularities bred by slavery,
face-to-face with a brigade of Bureau agents who often seemed completely mystified by
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the disordered family situations left in slavery’s wake. Not only was the Bureau plagued
by a profound lack of resources and personnel—at its height the agency employed only
900 men to cover the entire South—the agents who were there often proved ill equipped
at disentangling the familial, sexual, and property dynamics brought before them. 448
While many freedwomen couched their complaints in intellectual frameworks of
equity, fairness, and law, Flora Murphy framed her appeal explicitly in the language of
justice. She could hardly have been more clear, writing, “I wish the assistance of the
Bureau to obtain justice for myself and children.” As Murphy outlined in her May 23
1866, complaint to the subassistant commissioner for the Freedmen’s Bureau in Mount
Pleasant, South Carolina, “The facts of my case are as follows: I was born and raised a
slave and have always been a house servant in the family of John Holbeck.” Murphy
continues, “While the property of said John Holbeck and subject to his authority I
became the mother of two children by him.…Since I have been made free John Holbeck
neglects and refuses to render me any assistance to support myself or my children. I am
poor, and I ask that he may be compelled to contribute something toward the support of
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his and my children.” 449 (underlines in original) Murphy is clear about what she wants:
justice for her and her children in the form of monetary child support. She deftly manages
to communicate the reality of the sexual assault she was subjected to as an enslaved
woman while nodding to the politics of respectability and femininity that would have
appealed to a man like the commissioner. She was “subject to [her master’s] authority”
and that is why she became pregnant with his children, not because she was promiscuous
or lacked morals. Flora skillfully maneuvered through white legal and moral strictures to
her own advantage. The Bureau agent was somewhat sympathetic to Murphy’s situation,
forwarding her complaint up the chain of command to the Assistant Commissioner in
Charleston, writing, “this petition seems most just but I am in doubt whether the Bureau
can afford relief, even if the facts are as stated.” There is another notation by the
commissioner made the day after Murphy gave her testimony, “P.S. Held back at request
of complainant.” There is no further information in her file, no indication of why she
retracted her complaint. Perhaps Murphy’s threats were enough to make her former
owner pay something.
The clearest illustration of freedwomen’s contributions to the discourse of equal
rights and sexual justice came from Eliza Cook of Wake County, North Carolina. Cook
did not initially approach the Bureau to bring a paternity suit against her former master,
Dr. James Cook. Instead, James Cook sought out the Bureau agents himself, requesting
their help in evicting Eliza and her seven children (who were also his children) from his
property in 1866. At first the bureau agent, A.G. Brady, accepted Dr. Cook’s version of
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events, that Eliza had become “insulting and abusive” to Cook’s white family. Brady
wrote a patronizing and condescending letter to Eliza, informing her that Dr. Cook had
allowed her to live in his house since the surrender, and had charged her nothing for the
privilege. Brady continued, “Now that you have become very insulting and abusive to
him he has applied to the Bureau to have you removed from his house and premises.
Eliza the Bureau does not approve of such conduct on the part of the freed people. They
are required to be respectful of their former masters also whites and blacks generally.” 450
Brady told Eliza to appear at his office on the following Thursday at 9 o’clock to answer
for the charges, which she did. Eliza Cook told Brady that the charges of her being
insulting and abusive to her former master were untrue. She had never had any difficulty
with Dr. Cook. It was Cook’s wife who had a problem with her. Dr. Cook had married
since the surrender, and as Eliza put it, this woman was “trying to make trouble and have
me driven off the plantation” because Dr. Cook was cohabitating with his new wife “in
the same way he did with me.”
Eliza testified that she had been owned by Dr. Cook’s father, and that at the age
of 16 she was “seduced” (in her words) by Dr. Cook. Eliza testified that he had
“cohabitated” with her ever since the year “1844 till 1865 or thereabouts” and gave birth
to nine children by him, seven of whom were still living. It is Eliza Cook’s recounting of
her new “mistress”’s behavior that gives rise to her most powerful appeal to equal rights.
Eliza Cook testified in her deposition to Brady:
[Dr. Cook] has never told me to leave the plantation. . . His wife told me one day
when I went to get some apples to go away. I told her I would not that master (Dr.
450

Brady to Eliza Cook, 9 July 1866, BB-094 1866, Letters Received, ser. 15, box 25, RG 105 (Records of
the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands), National Archives [FSSP A-2946].
235

Cook) always let me have whatever I wanted in his plantation for myself and
children and if I had my justice I had as much right there as she had. (emphasis
added)
For Eliza Cook to tell a white government agent that she had as much a right to be
somewhere as a white woman was a powerful act. The actions she took next further
reinforce her commitment to articulating her understanding of justice and of equal rights.
After defending herself against Dr. Cook’s accusations and recounting her side of
the story to bureau agent Brady, Eliza asked for assistance, appealing to the agency to
“take some measures to secure for me and my children (and his) a home and support.”
Brady then wrote to Dr. Cook informing him that Eliza, under oath, “has made the matter
appear in a very different light from what you did.” Indeed. Eliza Cook first asked that
Dr. Cook support all seven of her children in accordance with North Carolina’s bastardy
laws. As in the case of Julia Smith, however, the state bastardy laws proved ineffective at
winning justice for freedwomen. According to North Carolina’s law, mothers of
illegitimate children had to name the father within three years of the child’s birth. Since
Eliza Cook’s children were born while she was enslaved, she was obviously unable to
appeal to the government and name the father of her children, who was also her/their
owner. The relations of power, money, and sex that fueled slavery relied precisely on her
inability to make such an official appeal.
Eliza Cook went still further in her appeal for justice for herself and her children,
invoking the Civil Rights Act of 1866. She argued that the bastardy laws of North
Carolina should apply to her and her children “as if they were white persons.” Since the
laws failed to provide for them, and she had been “deprived of her rights,” she argued
that jurisdiction should be transferred to the Federal government to ensure equal
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treatment under the law. As the agent reported, “She respectfully submits that by and
under the Civil Rights Bill passed by the Congress of the United States in its last session,
she on behalf of her children is fully entitled to relief through the military authority.” 451
The case was brought to Judge James Brooks, of the U.S. District Court, but Judge
Brooks found that the federal Civil Rights Act did not apply in this case and that Eliza
Cook could find no redress from the federal government. She was evicted from Dr.
Cook’s plantation and had to rely on the bureau for support.
As Kidada Williams argues, when freedpeople testified about experiences of
racial violence “they were not merely giving statements; they were resisting violence
discursively.” 452 Caroline Johnson, through her testimony, offers a powerful
demonstration of this mode of resistance. Caroline Johnson wrote to a Bureau official in
Augusta, Georgia on October 16th, 1866. Johnson delivered an affidavit saying that she
had belonged to a man named Kirkland, and that he lived with her “as his wife ever since
she was old enough.” (One wonders how old was “old enough” in Kirkland’s view.)
Johnson had four children by her owner. In May of 1866, two months after her youngest
child was born and after fifteen years of living together, Kirkland “quit her, and took up
with another colored woman, and told (Caroline) her that when she got well, he wanted
her to leave, as he had no further use for her. Also refused to do anything for her or his
children, and that, when she went after her clothes, he choked and beat her so bad that she
was sick for several days.” After assaulting the woman who was recovering from giving
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birth to his child, Kirkland refused to give Johnson her clothing and her bedding, which
he still had in his possession. How had Johnson been supporting herself, her newborn
baby, and her three young children during the five months that had elapsed since she was
brutally beaten by her former owner/partner/abuser? It is a question which, though left
unanswered in the official account, attests to Johnson’s ingenuity in successfully keeping
herself and her family alive, but also speaks to her commitment, even in the face of
unimaginable hardship, to seek formal justice and retribution. 453
The case was referred to a Bureau agent Littlefield for investigation, who found
Caroline Johnson’s statement to be true. Littlefield informed Kirkland that unless he
returned Johnson’s belongings to her, “a military force” would be sent to arrest Kirkland
“for his assault upon her.” It is unclear whether such a force was ever sent (or indeed
whether the Bureau would have had the manpower to deploy such a force) but the Bureau
did ultimately bring Kirkland to the county court on bastardy charges. In Caroline
Johnson’s case, the agent wrote that Kirkland be made to support her four children
“especially the youngest as it was conceived and born since she (its mother) was made
free.” 454 If he should be made to support her children, then what would it even look like
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for Kirkland to “especially” support the youngest?
Not only were agents’ responses to child support cases involving former masters
often illogical, they were entirely inconsistent. The Bureau agent handling of the case of
Mary Flowers, for example, did not use the same standard for deciding child support as
the agent in the Johnson case even though the two cases had many similarities. Mary
Flowers, of Macon, Georgia, delivered a complaint to the Bureau on April 4th, 1866. In
her affidavit, she recounted how she was bought by Jesse Flowers when she was about
eleven years old and testified that he “would not allow her to marry anyone.” After
Jesse’s wife died, he “lived with [Mary] and had five children by her.” Mary Flower told
the Bureau agent that her former owner “now refuses to support their children and she is
unable to do so and, further, that he threatened to kill her if she reports him to the
Bureau.” 455 The threat of violence in Flowers’s case, and the use of violence in
Johnson’s can illuminate why there are not more paternity cases brought by freedwomen
against their former owners in the Bureau records. Besides the fact that most disputes
between freedpeople and planters never reached an agent due to how few and far between
agents actually were in the South, freedwomen who brought cases against their former
owners put themselves in very real danger. Given the mortal danger involved in seeking
out the Bureau’s assistance, the dozen or so cases that were recorded and have survived
take on a weighted air of importance, carrying with them dozens more as silent partners.
Moreover, scholarship on trauma has revealed that suppressing memories of abuse, or
may have thought or hoped that a continued involvement with Kirkland could offer her some measure of
safety or security though it failed to do so.
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refusing to give voice to them, is a valid, understandable reaction and form of selfpreservation. 456
Even when the Bureau’s actions resulted in financial restitution for freedwomen,
they were often motivated not by a sense of justice, but of practical necessity: if someone
was going to have to provide for these women and children, it might as well be someone
other than the federal government. Brigadier General Davis Tillson, the Assistant
Commissioner for Georgia in 1866, ordered that Jesse Flowers be notified that “he must
maintain the children, not because they are his own, but because former owners must
support their former slaves till the state makes some provision for this claim of
paupers.” 457 Caroline Johnson had lived in the same state as Mary Flowers (Georgia) and
submitted her complaint to the Bureau in the same year (1866.) Yet the Bureau’s
approach to core issue at hand—how to understand former owners’ obligations to their
former slaves whom they fathered—was entirely different. W.L. White, who served as
the Subassistant Commissioner in Augusta, Georgia when Caroline Johnson brought her
case, felt that her former owner, Kirkland, should support her children precisely because
they were his biological offspring, not because former owners had a responsibility to
support the formerly enslaved (hence his view that Kirkland had more of an obligation to
support the child born after emancipation.) Did a father’s responsibility to his bastard
child trump an owner’s responsibility to his former slave? What happened when the
father was the former owner?
The lack of uniformity in Bureau agent’s handling of cases is not surprising given
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the conditions the Bureau was plagued by since its inception. Institutional fracturing
resulting from severe understaffing was accelerated by President Johnson’s opposition to
the existence of the Bureau itself (Republicans passed the Freedmen’s Bureau bill over
Johnson’s veto.) Johnson removed “military officers and Bureau commissioners he
thought too sympathetic to the freedpeople” i.e. those acting on Republicans’ visions of
Reconstruction, and installed agents more aligned with Democratic views in their place.
On top of an already decentralized agency (agents were scattered sparsely across the
South), Johnson’s actions “confused the Bureau’s practices as personnel changes and
different interpretations about free labor and the meaning of freedom clashed.” 458
In addition to the chaos created by consistent underfunding and opposing political
viewpoints, the variability in the agent’s actions resulted from the unique legal conditions
they found themselves in. The Bureau had the authority to “establish special courts and
boards of arbitration with civil and criminal jurisdiction.” However the “freedmen’s
courts” lacked the legal precedents of state courts, and a unanimous Supreme Court
ruling in ex parte Milligan (April 1866) found that “military courts could not try civilians
in areas where civil courts remained open.” Therefore the Bureau by necessity resorted to
a patchwork system which relied intermittently on their own courts and on southern civil
courts. Due to the uncertain legality and effectiveness of the various court systems,
agents turned to an “informal process of advocacy and intervention” to resolve disputes
between freedpeople and former owners. 459 Individual agents, responding to an evolving
set of conditions on the ground which varied greatly from region to region, therefore
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made policy on the local level and did so with a great deal of discretion.
Despite all of the factors which led to inconsistent policies, the Bureau agents’
confusion when it came to paternity suits can also be traced back to the disordered
familial situations that confronted them. The Bureau was trying to piece together
convoluted, violent, abusive, even incestuous family situations after emancipation, and
they were often at a loss as to how to adjudicate the disputes that arose from them.
Bureau agents were constantly reading statements from former owners that referred to
former slaves as members of their families, and they were reading complaints from
freedwomen saying that their former owners fathered their children. Should former
owners be conceptualized as something akin to husbands of their slaves? Or were they
more like fathers? Slaves had been slaves “in the family” of their owners but they had
also lived as their wives? In aggregate, the Bureau’s records contained sexual assault
allegations and familial claims. Even when a man accused of raping his former slave did
not himself overtly refer to that woman as his family member (whether because his own
letter has been lost, or whether he neglected to), the superimposition of these modes of
“mastery” serve to expose the incestuous nature of the institution.
Another example of the Bureau’s confusion can be found in Mary Jane Pruitt’s
case. 460 Pruitt told Bureau agent Dr. Samuel B.F.C. Barr, in Wilson County, Tennessee,
that her former master William Pruitt had fathered her two children during slavery and
had since “driven them from his home without any support.” 461 Barr wrote to his

460

Also spelled “Prewitt” and “Pruett” in some of the documents.
William Pruett appears on the Tennessee Slave Schedule for 1860, he owned five slaves. A 22 year old
women listed as black, and 4 children, ages 10, 6, 5 and 3, three of whom are listed. as mulatto.
242

461

superior, Clinton Fisk in October of 1865 to ask whether he should investigate a man who
fathered “two bastard children” by a woman who had been his slave and had driven her
and the children off his property. Barr inquired about the Bureau’s policy in the matter,
writing, “I think you said to me not to go behind the 22nd of February last.” February
22nd, 1865 was the date of legal emancipation in Tennessee. The absurdity of this is
situation and inquiry is evident and revealing. Barr was unsure if he should investigate a
man who allegedly fathered two children with his former slave, had driven them from his
land, and was refusing to support them, because he had fathered these children before
legal emancipation in the state, and the Freedmen’s Bureau was charged with handling
matters involved freedpeople, not disputes that happened during slavery. Fisk wrote back
to Barr instructing him to “drop the man a line confidentially,” and advise him to support
the children or there would be a “public prosecution” before a Freedmen’s Bureau agent.
There is no indication what happened in this case.
Isabella Holley crafted a narrative that was sure to get the attention and raise the
ire of the federal government: her former owner was wealthy and fully able to provide for
her, but he was refusing and therefor the government was footing the bill for her
“maintenance.” William J. Holley bought a twelve year old girl named Isabella in 1848.
Holley gave Isabella his last name, and she bore him nine children during the sixteen
years he owned her. As Isabella swore in a deposition before a Freedmen’s Bureau agent
in 1867 in Guilford County, North Carolina, she was thirty-one years old and “the mother
of nine children, four of whom (two boys and two girls) are living, and five dead. These
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children were all his, he being their father.” 462 Isabella told the Bureau agent that her
former master was a man of “considerable means” who was “abundantly able to provide
for the children which he has failed to do.” According to Isabella, Holley had agreed to
purchase a house and a lot of her and her (their) children, but he had failed to do so. Her
children were 16, 11, 10 and 8 years old, and as Isabella rightly noted, the three youngest
children were “two young and small to contribute to their own maintenance.” 463 In her
deposition, she testified that “the extent of assistance rendered her since the surrender has
been to pay the rent of a small, one room tenement in which she and the children live.”
Captain A.W. Bolenius, the Subassistant Commissioner for the state of North
Carolina, wrote to W.J. Holley, telling him that he must provide child support: “you
provided for [Isabella] and her children before the surrender, when you promised to give
her a house and lot. . . which you have failed to do, as well as to contribute to the children
of which you are the father. I recommend you to turn your attention to the matter at once,
or I shall be obliged to lay the complaint with its testimony before the military tribunal.”
W.J. Holley did not seem to be fazed by this threat from a Union army official, as
he did not even respond to Bolenius’s letter. Not deterred, Bolenius wrote to a J.A.
Gilmer, an acquaintance of Holley’s, to see if Gilmer could elicit a response from this
former slave owner. Bolenius enclosed a copy of Isabella’s petition in his letter to
Gilmer, and said “reliable citizens” had corroborated her statement, further noting that it
“speaks for itself.” Bolenius had a responsibility to compel the “fathers of all bastard
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children” to support their own offspring, and to relieve the federal government of the
responsibility to do so. The government had been providing for Isabella and her children
for three months by the time this letter was sent to Gilmer. Bolenius wanted to give Mr.
Holley “another chance to do justice” and asked Gilmer to explain to his friend “the
unenviable position he will be placed in” if he failed to pay child support to his former
slave.
Gilmer appears to have been successful, as Holley did eventually write back to the
Bureau. As Bolenius insinuated in his next letter, Holley seemed to have backdated his
response, as his letter was dated July 10th but was not received at the Bureau’s Edenton
office until September 9th. Bolenius continued, “I have no doubt of your many losses, but
at the same time am convinced that you can and will support Bell’s family.” It is difficult
to discern Bolenius’s tone. While tempting to read the line about Holley’s “many losses”
as a sarcastic quip, a later section of the letter paints a more deferential posture. Bolenius
provides Holley with details related to the children, seems to suggest that Holley still has
some parental rights, and further that Bolenius will attempt to carry out Holley’s wishes
with regards to binding out his two youngest sons as apprentices.
Her oldest daughter teaches school and can help herself as long as she is well, the
next is a girl and assistant to Bell and goes to school, the two youngest are boys.
Your former neighbors say, very much like you, who ought to be bound out to a
good trade, which I will endeavor to do if agreeable to your wishes. All Bell asks
from your kindness is to purchase a house and lot for her here...when the lease on
the house you rented for her expires, she does not know what will become of her,
or how to obtain a roof over her head, all she wants now is for you to keep your
promise, and she will withdraw her complaint. 464
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The last letter in the Bureau’s records on the case is from Bolenius to Lt. C. W.
Dodge, a Bureau agent stationed at Edenton, North Carolina, close to where Holley lived.
In the letter, Bolenius asks Dodge to forward the enclosed letter to Holly, “if I mail
directly to him, he might use excuse that didn’t receive it. He lives 8 miles from Edenton,
owns a large fishery.” 465 There is no further indication of what happened in the case.
The Bureau firmly believed that patriarchal household relations were critical to
installing a functioning postwar order; men had to act as providers. As historians
including Emma Teitelman have demonstrated, the Bureau believed that household
governance was critical to successfully navigating the so-called “labor question,” in the
postwar South. 466 As one Union official put it, “It is of the utmost importance that the
marriage relations should be recognized and that the freedmen be made to recognize their
responsibilities as husbands, fathers, and sons. The labor question within a very brief
period will regulate itself if the family relations are once permanently established.” 467
But what happened when the father was a white planter, and the wife and children were
his former slaves? What were ideal “family relations” supposed to look like in that
scenario? The answers were anything but straightforward. Just as Bureau agents were
befuddled by the marital and familial arrangements that existed among freedpeople
themselves, Bureau agents were unsure of how the sexual and familial dynamics of
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planters and slaves mapped onto Northern ideas of a well-ordered household. 468 Not only
were Bureau agents in uncharted terrain when they adjudicated these complaints, these
disputes were a whole new order for former slave owners. They had not had to confront
official complaints from their property before.

Owning: Apprenticeship and Custody Disputes Between Former Owners and Slaves
Paternity suits brought by freedwomen shed light on former masters who fathered
children with their slaves and failed to provide support for them after emancipation;
situations in which paternalistic rhetoric could coincide with a denial of parental financial
obligations. However not all former owners elected to deny or disregard their familial and
biological connections to their former slaves. Some wielded their paternity and/or
paternalism towards their former property like bludgeons which could be used to
dismantle freedpeople’s attempts to reconstitute their families. Cases involving the
apprenticeship of freed children to their former owners reveal another facet of the
aftermath of incest during slavery, one in which the paternalism and paternity of
slaveholders was not relinquished so much as it was weaponized. Apprenticeship cases
often show just how twisted and tangled the bonds family, ownership, sex and
paternalism had become during slavery. 469
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The apprenticeship cases brought before the Freedmen’s Bureau are like tangled
knots of paternalism, sex, kinship and labor. Some former owners took pains to
communicate their familial fondness for their former slaves, constructing a record of
epistolary paternalism. Others fathered children with their slaves and sought to have their
freedchildren and former slaves apprenticed to them, sometimes using violence, force,
and intimidation toward that end. Letters laden with familial rhetoric did not always link
up with proof of biological paternity of enslaved children; former owners who wrote of
their former slaves as family members were not always the same people who had evident
biological connections with them. Like John Hook after he lost his case, after
emancipation many former owners refused to give up the children they used to own. In
some cases, this was because they had fathered as well as owned the child or children in
question, but a genetic link was not always discernible.
There was often relatively little that former planters could control when it came to
their postwar financial situations; land had been lost, property plundered, crops
destroyed, debts piled up, creditors came knocking, and a class of people who had never
had to work found themselves in need of jobs. Govy Hood, a Louisiana planter, owned
two hundred and twelve slaves in 1860; by 1867 he was financially broken. After he
obtained a loan of almost $40,000 in 1862 from the New Orleans mercantile firm Frellsen

Marriages in North Carolina after Emancipation,” Law and History Review 14, no. 1 (Spring 1996): 81–
124; Karin L. Zipf, “Reconstructing ‘Free Woman’: African-American Women, Apprenticeship, and
Custody Rights during Reconstruction,” Journal of Women’s History, 12 (Spring 2000) 8-3; Farmer-Keiser,
Freedwomen and the Freedmen’s Bureau; Eric Foner, Reconstruction, 201–202; Barbara Jeanne Fields,
Slavery and Freedom on the Middle Ground: Maryland in the Nineteenth Century (New Haven, Conn.:
Yale University Press, 1985).
248

& Stevenson, Hood found himself in debt beyond his ability ever to repay it. 470 In 1868,
the sheriff of Carroll Parish seized Hood’s Home Place plantation, all 1,500 acres of it,
along with the rest of his Louisiana land holdings. 471 A few months before the seizure,
one of Hood’s former slaves, a woman named Margarite, filed a petition against him with
the Freedmen’s Bureau. Hood’s fall was a dramatic one, and as with so many members of
his class, the descent involved not only a precipitous dwindling of material wealth but
also revolutionary transformation of the relations of family, labor, and sex. 472 These
revolutions could and did bring with them powerful public revelations of incestuous sex.
For former planters, the domestic reordering that ensued after emancipation involved
freedwomen asserting and publicly articulating their rights to their labor, time, and
families in new ways. 473 In some cases, this process was enshrined in the complaints that
freedwomen brought against their former owners with the Freedmen’s Bureau.
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Though there was sometimes nothing a former planter could do to fully mend his
financial outlook, there was something he could cling to. By using the Bureau’s emphasis
on the patriarchal household order to their own advantage, former slaveholders could
seek to maintain control over the labor and lives of freedchildren. As Margarite Hood’s
petition reveals, former owners attempted (and often succeeded) to have their former
slaves apprenticed to them, even when the mothers of these children objected. Margarite
alleged that Govy Hood, her former master, was the father of her four daughters. Not
only did Govy admit his paternity, he used that fact to orchestrate something close to the
reenslavement of two of his daughters. 474 The two youngest, Dora and Virginia, who
were both minors, had been living with their mother in Vicksburg, Mississippi since their
emancipation. Margarite gave Dora and Virginia permission to travel from Vicksburg to
Carroll Parish, Louisiana (where they had all been enslaved by Govy Hood) in order to
spend the Christmas holidays with their older sisters, who had chosen to remain in the
area after the end of the war.
Dora and Virginia did not come back to Vicksburg after Christmas and on
January 2nd, 1867, Margarite Hood delivered a statement and petition to the Bureau
agent in Vicksburg, Mississippi. According to the Margarite:
While there [in Carroll Parish], their former master and self-reported father
claimed to exercise the privilege and prerogatives of a supervision of some
description over them, and has caused and induced them by unfair arguments and
representations to sign and affix their names or marks, as the case may be, to an
instrument of writing binding them to remain unto him- said Hood- until death
parts them; which if allowed to stand and remain will work to the great prejudice
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and injury of their true and faithful mother, who is, and will remain a citizen of
Vicksburg, Mississippi. 475
According to Margarite, Govy had deceived her (their) young daughters into signing a
document which bound them to their former master and father for life. It is not clear from
the Freedmen’s Bureau file on the case what this document contained exactly, whether it
was a formal apprenticeship contract or something like it. Regardless, this was not a case
where a freedwoman sought financial assistance in order to provide for her children, quite
the opposite. Margarite’s statement continued, “said plaintiff says that she is fully able to
care, protect, and provide for these her two minor children...who have been so ruthlessly
and without her knowledge and consent, taken away from her.” 476
Margarite Hood understood that it was essential for her to convey to the Bureau
agents that she was a capable and responsible parent. Perhaps this was instinctive, or
perhaps she knew that the Bureau often sided with former owners in apprenticeship cases
and held that owners were better positioned to provide for freedchildren. Hood’s
statement continued, “not only has she cared for them in sickness, protected them from
the indecency of the [illegible- possibly ‘weather’] and provided for them in health, but
through her own industry and thrift she has in the short space of two years and a half
years given them a very fair english education; and it is her design and determination not
to relax her duties towards them in this and other respects as a kind and dutiful parent.”
Margarite’s petition and statement were likely prepared with the assistance of an
unnamed lawyer, as her letter goes on to cite various articles of Louisiana’s civil code
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related to matters of custody and the acknowledgment of illegitimate children. Hood’s
petition questions the validity of the agreement signed by her daughters not on the
grounds of any law related to apprenticeship of freedpeople, but rather on grounds related
to parental custody. Hood asserts that that no law currently enforced in Louisiana gives
the father (as opposed to the mother) custody of children. Furthermore, Hood’s petition
refers to article 259 of the Louisiana Civil Code for proof of “what manifest and palpable
injustice” would fall to Dora and Virginia if Govy Hood were permitted to retain custody.
[In article 259] it is therein prescribed that the alimony of natural colored children
shall never exceed what is absolutely necessary to secure them from their board
and lodging and to enable to learn to read and write, and a trade. It does not ever
require that [Hood] shall perform these duties faithfully. The ease with which he
could evade these things are too plain to need argument. To give these children to
him would almost be like entrusting the lamb to the tender mercies of the wolf.
The society in which he moves, if naught else would restrain him from treating
them with the kindness due them.
Margarite’s petition builds powerfully and methodically, erecting a point by point assault
on Govy Hood’s actions. Margarite was dutifully caring for and educating her children
before they were taken away without her knowledge or consent. The law did not require
Govy to do anything beyond the bare minimum in providing for their young daughters,
and did not go far enough in ensuring he did even that much. Even if Govy Hood was
inclined to act the part of the dutiful parent to Dora and Virginia, “the society in which he
moves,” a world of fallen, bankrupt men who until a few years earlier bought and sold
people of African descent who were their blood relations, that society would not permit
Hood to treat his illegitimate non-white daughters with kindness. To entrust the children
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to their former owner would, according to Margarite Hood, “render their condition no
better than slaves.” 477
Furthermore, her petition continues, “in a community composed of persons
whose repugnance to the colored race is so great, it would be difficult indeed for these
children to show that they were not treated well and provided for in a respectable
manner.” This would seem to be a fairly obvious and unimpeachable point; the children
would have no recourse if their father/owner mistreated them. Still, in 1867 Mississippi,
the language of this claim is bold to be sure, even if the author assumed that the reader
was likely to be sympathetic.
A case which arose from a dispute involving Hood’s loan and subsequent
bankruptcy made it all the way to the Supreme Court. 478 The case lays bare Hood’s
financial situation, which may be relevant to understanding the context for the custody
case he became involved in with his former slave. From the details of the debt case, it is
clear that in 1867 Hood was essentially broken financially; he was in debt to Frellsen
beyond his ability ever to repay it. He filed for bankruptcy in December 1868, but he
probably could have done so as early as 1866, as that was when he signed the confession
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of judgment for Frellsen. Perhaps, having virtually nothing in 1866, Hood sought to
recover (capture) his children and put them to work. The incestuous dynamics of slavery
did not nullify financial incentives of slave ownership or extorted labor. Just as with Tom
Jones and his “mock manumission” of his slave Nanny Pagee in Virginia in 1787, there
could have been a combination of motivations spurring on former slaveholders who
sought to maintain control of their slaves and enslaved children in the 1860’s and 70’s.
Margarite Hood’s petition was “respectfully returned” to her without any action
having been taken by the Bureau. The enclosure on her case reads: “the mother should
apply to the Bureau officer at Lake Providence, LA, for her children, or the Bureau
officer in charge of the District in which the children now are.” Vicksburg, Mississippi
and Lake Providence, Louisiana are separated by almost 60 miles. It is not clear how
Dora and Virginia made their journey, or how arduous the trip was. There is no indication
that Margarite Hood ever made it to Lake Providence, to the plantation where the man
who had raped and owned her now held her daughters, no indication whether Govy Hood
succeeded in rendering his daughter's condition “no better than slaves.”
There is nothing in the Hood case that is explicitly incestuous in biological terms,
or even in paternalistic terms, and yet there is an uneasy and illicit mixing of categories.
Hood had been an owner of and a father to Dora and Virginia. After emancipation Hood
became an employer, and he used his status as father to leverage his claims as employer
in much the way that his status as Margarite’s owner had underwritten his sexual access
to her. This case shows how kinship, sex and property had become nested within one
another during slavery; the break of emancipation could not separate them so easily. This
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case, in concert with the others examined here, also demonstrates how fluid and illdefined the lines between father, father-figure, and sexual aggressor were.
When it was beneficial for a former owner to assert his biological connection with
a former slave he did so, when it was beneficial for him to deny it he did that instead.
Govy Hood was not the only former owner who used his paternity to retain control of his
former slaves. On December 13th, 1865, bureau agent J.C. Degress wrote to D.F. Meyers
of Houston, Texas:
Your communication of the 13th inst asking that two children of whom you are
the father and Susanah Hughes the mother, be bound out to you and that you
would educate them as gentleman and that you will start them in business when
they become of age, has been received here. In answer to your application I have
the honor to respectfully state, that Susanah Hughes the Mother of said children
having turned over the two children Lexington and Boston Meyers to the Officers
of this Bureau, that they may be bound out as they think best. Therefore you will
be permitted to keep the above named children until further orders with the
following condition, that their Mother Susanah Hughes be allowed to visit them
whenever she sees fit no matter where they may be and that these children should
be taught who is and to respect their mother. 479
A sense of maternal trepidation permeates the letter informing Meyers of his custodial
victory over his former slave. Hughes was evidently concerned that Meyers would
prevent her from seeing her sons on her terms (whenever she saw fit), and was worried
that she would be erased from her children’s lives completely. There is no indication of
how old Boston and Lexington were in 1865, no proof that Meyers did (or did not)
educate the boys as gentlemen, or set them up in business when they became of age. 480
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Jane Jones, a freedwoman living in Pike County, Georgia sought out the Bureau’s
assistance in gaining custody of her son. According to Jones, her thirteen year old son,
Abraham had been illegally bound to their former master, John R. Jones. The Bureau
agent who handled the case decided that Abraham should stay with his former owner, not
his mother. The agent cited the fact that the mother had lived outside the county and
“[gave] the child no attention.” The Bureau’s report on the case also indicated that John
Jones was Abraham’s father.
As she recounted in her sworn statement, Jane had belonged first to John Jones.
At some point, John gave Jane to his legal white son, Charles Jones. In doing so, John
transferred ownership of a woman he had sex with, and had fathered a child by, to his
own son. In a bizarre dual swap of parents and children, John later took possession of
Jane’s son, Abraham. John gave Jane to his son, and took Jane’s son for himself.
Visualizing what this family tree would look like is not an easy task; the black and white
branches were tangled indeed.
For several months following emancipation, Abraham seems to have remained
with John. In December of 1865, Jane traveled to John’s property “for the purpose of
obtaining her child” but John “refused to permit her to take her son home and gave as a
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reason for his refusal that his wife had had all the trouble of raising him and that
deponent should not have him.” 481
Jane’s husband succeeding in absconding with Abraham from John Jones’s property, but
the next day John and his son Charles came to the field where Abraham was plowing and
“compelled him to leave and go with them.” Jane said that “she never had consented that
her son should be bound to the said Jones nor to any other person, that she is able to
support her said child and keep him clothed by the aid of her husband and the labor of her
said son who is able not only to support himself by his own labor but should be entitled to
wages.” Embedded in this request is an indictment of the system of apprenticeship,
which denied adequate monetary compensation for labor much in the way that slavery
had. The case ended with Jane agreeing to allow Abraham to stay with John, which is
surprising in view of her efforts over the previous two years to obtain custody of her son.
Many of the apprenticeship cases do not feature former masters/fathers who
explicitly referred to the women they fathered children with with as family members, but
the body of evidence still illuminate something fundamental about how slavery
intermingled ideas and experiences of family and sex. All of these cases took place under
a cloud of familial atmospherics which continued to hover over the plantations of the
south even after slavery officially ended. For every former owner who did not employ
paternalistic rhetoric, there seemed to be a self-proclaimed pater familias poised just out
of view.

481

Affidavit of Jane Jones, 28 Feb. 1867, J-241 (#13) 1867, Affidavits and Other Papers Relating to
Freedmen’s Complaints, ser. 631, box 5, Zebulon, GA, Asst. Comr., RG 105 (Bureau of Refugees,
Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands), National Archives [FSSP A-265].
257

Replete with an extravagant dose of paternalism, John Long of Pleasureville,
Kentucky, penned several letters to Bureau officials in 1867 regarding two children,
Caroline and Lewis Long, whom he “raised as his slaves”. Long wrote that the children’s
parents were both dead, and that he felt “a great anxiety to see them do well.” The
children’s grandmother had sent one of her sons to Long asking for custody of the
children. Long reported that “it was the evident intention of the grandmother to hire these
children out for such sum as she could get and after clothing the children to appropriate
any balance of their hire to her own use.” Long, the former owner of these two children,
then continued—seemingly with no sense of irony—that he believed “the children should
reap all the benefits of their own labor,” and that they should therefore be entrusted to
him, not their grandmother. In Long’s estimation, the grandmother was not motivated by
any familial connection to her own blood kin but only sought only to exploit the
children’s labor to enrich herself. 482 The strategy was evidently a familiar one to Long.
Long went on to say that he “did not like to see a seemingly second slavery
brought upon these children” and broadcast that he alone had their best interests at heart.
Long never claimed to be the biological father of Caroline and Lewis, and indeed he
referenced the fact that their own father and mother had died when they were infants.
However Long did claim that he had been raising them “as white children” and would
continue to do so. Long professed that he truly cared for Caroline and Lewis; he had
tended to them in sickness and had raised them with “extra care,” whereas their
grandmother and uncle “never came to see them in sickness and I think care nothing for
482
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them further than they can make a little something by hiring them out.” It does not seem
to have crossed Long’s mind that the grandmother had been unable to visit the children
when they were sick because she was enslaved for the majority of their childhoods.
A former owner named William Webb in LaGrange, Texas was similarly
incredulous of a freedman’s desire to assume custody of a child in Webb’s possession.
Webb explained to the Bureau agent in his letter of February 11th, 1866 that “the child
Albert was born in my family, his mother Laura, being a slave of mine. Laura died when
Albert was an infant, and being a puny sickly child from his birth, my wife took him into
the house and raised him herself to his present age, and he is now very near seven years
old. Raised in my own house with my own children, all my family is attached to him and
he to us, and a parting would be sad both to him and us.” Webb alleged that the boy’s
father, Peter, had never shown any interest in the child until the “day before yesterday”
and was an “improper person to have this child” since he would raise him in “vice and
dishonor.” 483
Like Webb and Long, James Sloan, of Greensboro, North Carolina had no
conception of familial ties among freedpeople. Sloan wrote to Asa Teal, the Subassistant
Commissioner of the Freedmen’s Bureau on December 30th, 1865, his sentiments
dripping with the paternalism that was common in such appeals. Sloan petitioned to have
a 13 year old boy named Franklin bound to him. Franklin was living with his father at the
time, but Sloan maintained that the man was of bad character. Sloan wrote that Franklin
“was born my servant and has always been a member of my family.” There is no
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indication of how this case was decided in the extant records, but if the pattern was any
indication, the presence of Franklin’s formerly enslaved father would not dissuade the
Bureau from granting custody to the man deemed the “better provider.”
In the midst of pages patterned with paternalistic rhetoric and persistent
undermining of freedpeople’s familial claims, the case of Samuel Clark serves to
illustrate just how commingled and confounding slavery’s sexual and familial dynamics
were. There were a combination of factors at work across the slave south and in the Clark
case: the unknowability of paternity, the mixture of family and sex, and a powerful
financial incentive. It is almost impossible to disentangle these different things (the
categories of father and master, for instance), and that was precisely the point. The
architects of slavery had orchestrated the institution this way; it was secretive, abusive,
sexual, familial and financial all at once and all by design.
Samuel Clark, a freedman and former private in the Union army, wrote to the
Freedmen’s Bureau in Louisville, Kentucky on April 27th, 1866. Clark explained that his
daughter, Eliza, was living with her former owner, Mrs. Elizabeth Toby, and that even
though he had sent a polite note asking Mrs. Toby to release his daughter she had refused.
Clark wrote that he was “desirous of having [his] child with him,” and would “pay all
necessary expense for transportation.” 484 When referring to his daughter, Clark used his
own surname, calling her Eliza Jane Clark. Elizabeth Toby, the girl’s former owner,
called her Eliza Jane Toby.
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Toby informed the Bureau agent that Clark “claims to be [the child’s] father but
in reality is not her father the child being a mulatto whilst her mother and Sam Clark are
both black.” Toby provided further evidence that Clark’s paternity was feigned: “Eliza
being born some 7 or 8 months after Sam Clark was married to her mother he (Clark) has
never treated the child or acted towards her as a father and abandoned her mother soon
after the child was born.” The reason for Clark’s abandonment of his wife, according to
Toby, was the newborn’s light skin.
After undercutting Clark’s custody claim, Toby then turned to the language of the
plantation family to bolster her own. “The authority by which I retain said Negro Girl is
that the child 12 years ago was born on my property and I have raised fed & clothed her
ever since as one of my family and it certainly would have been an act of Great
inhumanity on my part to have drifted her out upon the cold charity of the world without
anyone to take care of her.” 485 Another white citizen, W.O. Newman, who was the
Postmaster of Rockland Mills, Kentucky, also wrote to the Bureau to corroborate Toby’s
story. “This girl I know to be a bright mulatto and she cannot possibly be any blood
relation of Samuel Clark’s. . . Mrs. Toby has been a widow many years and had all the
expense of raising this girl to the present age she says about twelve years and says she
thinks almost as much of her as one of her own children.” Newman further reiterated that
the child, a “bright mulatto with straight hair” must have had a white father. He
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concluded, “we think it would be unfair to take the girl from the widow. . . when she is
just becoming useful and place her in the care of one who is no relation of hers.” 486
Like so many cases involving the custody of freedchildren, it is not that the
(former) slaveholders were verifiable blood relations of their (former) property—the
point is that it is impossible to tell whether they were or not. If Eliza Jane did have a
white father, who was he? Toby’s husband died in 1854, the same year Eliza was born
according to Toby’s letter. 487 Toby had one son, William Toby, who was listed as
twenty-one years old on the 1860 census. 488 William would have been about sixteen
when Eliza was born. It is conceivable that either William or Henry Toby could have
been Eliza’s father. Or maybe her father was the Postmaster who seemed to have such a
stake in where Eliza ended up and to be so sure that her father was a white man? It is also
very possible that Samuel Clark was Eliza’s father, and that Elizabeth Toby and her
postmaster ally orchestrated an argument designed to permanently strip Clark of his claim
to parental rights. As the postmaster wrote in his letter to the Bureau, at twelve years old
Eliza was just becoming useful. The Bureau decided that Eliza Jane Clark/Toby was not
Clark’s daughter, and she was apprenticed to Elizabeth Toby.
As the testimony of freedpeople like Margarite Hood, Julia Smith, Flora Murphy,
Samuel Clark, and countless others demonstrates, slaveholders had created environments
across the South that engendered what Annette Gordon-Reed called “bizarre” or “weird
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family situations.” After emancipation, freedwomen employed their knowledge and
understanding of both the “weird situations” and the norms being violated to expose this
aspect of southern life—unmaking this corner of the world the slaveholders made. Not
only did these (mostly) women keenly articulate the dynamics behind the sexual and
familial violence of slavery, their testimony demonstrates that they knew how to deploy
this knowledge against their former owners. By weaponizing the concept of paternalism,
they sought and at times achieved financial restitution and justice. Through their
testimony, freedwomen exposed how the lines between sex, family, and rape were
blended to the point of erasure under slavery. Their intellectual labor—articulated in their
exposure and indictment of the sexual dynamics of slavery—contributed to the still
ongoing discourse of equal rights and sexual justice in American society. The testimony
of these freedwomen gives us a glimpse into the intellectual and legal possibilities they
opened up at the moment of emancipation—a moment in which formerly enslaved
women deployed concepts like justice against a system that had been so radically unjust.
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EPILOGUE
After the Civil War, the discourse surrounding miscegenation and its apocalyptic
potential was animated with a new fervor. This corresponded, not coincidentally, with
formerly enslaved peoples’ fights for equal rights. In 1868, articles published in DeBow’s
Review stirred white Southern outrage surrounding miscegenation by comparing it to
incest. One contributor for DeBow’s, in a piece titled “Progress of Amalgamation,”
outlined his reasoning for opposing black suffrage; it would lead inevitably to
intermarriage and thus to the end of the human race. The writer (identified only by his
initials, “C.D.”) began by referring to Moses, the “first law-giver whom history has
preserved us” and noted his wisdom in prohibiting incest. Without the incest prohibition,
a stable society could not exist; the result would be “a continually perishing race of men.”
The writer pivoted to miscegenation and conflated it with incest in the following line:
“Now, it is with Southern society as with the ancient Israelites…unless, by law, both
races are kept asunder, from commingling and degenerating, it will be impossible to
found what much ever be the true basis of modern society, that is to say, the groundwork
of family relations.” Here, C.D. argues that the basis for a functioning society is the
family. Further, the destabilizing risks posed to the family by the crime of incest are
likened to those created by miscegenation.
Not only was “the whole structure of human society” in jeopardy if incest and/or
miscegenation were permitted to occur, according to C.D., if blacks were incorporated
into white families they might “disinter” the bones of white people and contaminate the
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“hitherto held sacred white family sepulchers” with black bones. 489 Miscegenation would
lead to a profound erosion of state, society and family that was matched only by incest in
its destructive potential; incest and miscegenation were analogous. The post-war moment
was not the first time that southerners connected incest with miscegenation. The
sociologist (and future Confederate Colonel) Henry Hughes put it plainly when he wrote
in his 1854 Treatise on Sociology, “hybridism is heinous, impurity of race is against the
law of nature. . . the same law which forbids consanguineous amalgamation forbids
ethnical amalgamation. Both are incestuous. Amalgamation is incest.” 490
In the postbellum period, white Southerners seized on miscegenation as a rallying
cry and as a political wedge. 491 DeBow’s Review published more than one piece about
the apocalyptic nature of miscegenation. 492 The South passed a raft of anti-miscegenation
laws and Northerners too, men like Louis Agassiz, expressed their revulsion to
miscegenation by comparing it to incest. Prohibitions against interracial sex and marriage
were established in the colonial period, but after the Civil War and the loss of the
489

C.D. “Progress of Amalgamation.” DeBow’s Review, July 1868, 598-601.

Henry Hughes, Treatise on Sociology, Theoretical and Practical (Philadelphia: Lippincott, Grambo &
Co., 1854), 240.
491
According to Peggy Pascoe, miscegenation law was “the foundation for the larger racial projects of
white supremacy and purity,” What Comes Naturally: Miscegenation Law and the Making of Race in
America. A psychodynamic or Freudian analysis of anti-miscegenation law and segregation more generally
would conclude that in order to resolve the oedipal situation represented by slave-master sex, or traverse it
as a psychosexual stage, one must renounce the incestuous wishes and accept that they cannot be gratified.
With the resolution of the Oedipus complex comes the formation of the superego, which serves to regulate
sexual and aggressive drives and impulses. The development of the superego can be likened to the
institution of legislation outlawing miscegenation and separating the races; the incestuous sexual impulses
must be withdrawn and a structure must be put in place to regulate them. Sigmund Freud, Lecture XXXI
“The Dissection of the Psychical Personality” in New Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis and Other
Works, trans. James Strachey (New York: W.W. Norton, 1965), 71-100.
492
DeBow’s was hardly the only publication to do so. See for example Henry W. Grady, Atlanta
Constitution editor, arguing in April 1885 Century Magazine that miscegenation would lead to a genetic
holocaust for the white race. Henry W. Grady, “In Plain Black and White,” Century Magazine, April 1885,
909-17.
265
490

publicly protective (though privately permeable) barrier of race-based slavery, white
preoccupation with interracial sex reached a hysterical pitch. Legislatures in seven
southern states voted to include provisions banning miscegenation in their post-war state
constitutions.493 Enforcement and prosecution of miscegenation statutes increased, and
the rhetoric of displaced white southern patriarchs was animated with new fervor. 494
According to another DeBow’s Review contributor writing in 1868, “death would be
preferable” to the “hideous enormity” of interracial sex, which would culminate in the
literal “extinction” of the human race. 495
The charged subject of miscegenation fractured the Republican coalition and
mobilized white backlash to Radical Reconstruction policies. During the Southern
constitutional conventions of 1867-69, many Republicans sought to sidestep the issue
entirely. As Eric Foner observes, however, several conventions were mired in debates
over interracial marriage. 496 Conservative politicians used the specter of sex between
black men and white women to disarm calls for racial equality; they warned that
empowered and enfranchised black men would seek out social, marital, and sexual
relationships with white women. 497 White politicians’ hysteria surrounding
miscegenation explicitly centered on sex between black men and white women; but black
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leaders saw the hypocrisy in this and responded by emphasizing the sexual dynamics that
characterized slavery. During the Arkansas Constitutional Convention of 1868, the
following ordinance was proposed: “That the amalgamation of the white and African
races is contrary to nature and the law of God.” 498 During the debate that followed, a
black legislator, James T. White (one of eight black delegates) noted that he saw “an
innumerable company of mulattoes, not one of them the heir of a white woman.” White
continued, “Gentlemen, the shoe pinches on the other foot. The white men of the South
have been for years indulging in illicit intercourse with colored women, and in the dark
days of slavery this intercourse was in a great majority of cases forced upon the innocent
victims; and I think the time has come when such a course should end.” White queried,
knowing full well the answer, “allow me to ask who is to blame for the present state of
affairs?” 499 He pointed out that the present state of affairs, the innumerable company of
mixed-race people, was due to the sexual assault practiced routinely by white men, not
the sexual predation of black men. Further, White cut through the obfuscations of the
debate to call for an end to unchecked sexual violence against black women. Another
black leader in Memphis remarked while addressing an African-American audience,
“[White men] say, ‘Oh! You want to marry our daughters.’ From the looks of this
congregation it seems that one could hardly marry any other than their daughter!” 500
Black men recognized that there was a complex dynamic at work in white men’s
miscegenation hysteria.
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Former slaveholders were compelled to disavow their own behavior, to enforce
racial boundaries that they themselves had transgressed. These boundaries grew in
importance after the system of race-based bondage met its fiery end. Light-skinned slaves
engendered unease and desire on southern plantations, but after emancipation lightskinned freedpeople threatened the solidity of a continuing racial hierarchy. White men’s
centuries-long practice of interracial sexual assault was newly destabilizing given the
need to uphold racial categories in the absence of slavery. Former slaveholders needed to
reckon with the sexual dynamics of slavery in a new way. Many looked to the specter of
miscegenation to maintain the racial categories upon which the system racial hierarchy
depended because “one of the most certain ways to sustain the racial categories of ‘black’
and ‘white’ was to make sure that people of African ancestry and people of European
ancestry did not have children together.” 501 Therefore conservative politicians and
ideologues argued that interracial relations were existentially threatening, and
furthermore asserted that black men, not whites, were the perpetrators. The focus on
black men as sexual criminals could counteract the ability of communities of freedpeople
to actualize and wield political and social power. The political motivation for transferring
the blame onto black men was powerful, as was white male anxiety about the
emasculating loss of a slave empire. Both struck at the heart of patriarchal power feared
to be in decline. Still, the potency of anti-miscegenation hysteria had even deeper roots.
Many historians have argued that the obsession with racial purity and
miscegenation emerged from the sexual anxieties of white men, who worried that black
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men had “super sexual powers” that white women would find irresistible. 502 While not
questioning the political utility of anti-miscegenation rhetoric or the sexual anxieties of
white men, the evidence presented here raises a different explanation for the post-war
alarmism about interracial sex, one that previous historians have overlooked. The postemancipation obsession with codifying, policing, and violently enforcing racial
separation can be interpreted, at least in part, as a reflection of a certain recognition of the
incestuous dynamics of slavery in the South, which had been broadcast powerfully
through the “white slave” photographs and newspaper coverage during the war. After
emancipation, practices that had once been a widespread privilege of white supremacy
became a threat to that supremacy.
From abolitionist politicians and antislavery novelist to white supremacist
scientists, the connection between incest and interracial sex, and the fact that this
connection was forged under the slave system, was felt and recognized at some level.
This connection is reflected in the law in compelling ways. An 1880 Mississippi statute,
for example, in a chapter on unlawful marriages, outlines the customary forms of incest
to be prohibited, “the son shall not marry his mother or his stepmother, the brother his
sister…” and so on. Immediately following, the law reads, “the marriage of a white
person and a negro or mulatto or person who shall have one-fourth or more negro blood,
shall be unlawful, and such marriage shall be incestuous and void.” 503 State statutes such
as this one from Mississippi reveal the connection between miscegenation and incest that
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was inscribed under slavery. Though the legislative language used in Mississippi was
particularly transparent—literally classifying interracial marriages as incestuous—
Mississippi was not the only state to link incest and interracial sex in the law. Werner
Sollors has observed that, in addition to the “juxtaposition, combination and conflation of
incest and miscegenation” in southern literature and discourse, “incest has also often been
invoked in discussions and in the actual legislation of interracial marriage bans.” 504 The
effect and intent of such laws were two-fold; first to rhetorically and legally equate
miscegenation and incest so as to further invalidate the place of mixed-race Americans in
post-Emancipation society, and second, to reinscribe the incest prohibition that had been
flouted under slavery.
The legal record seems to reflect a surprisingly explicit acknowledgement of
slavery’s hidden incestuous sexual dynamics, until one realizes that it is not just the law;
it is literature, theater, (pseudo)science, politics, and antislavery activism which
recognized this connection. Enslaved and freedpeople not only recognized it, they were
determined to expose and combat it, or to twist it upon itself for their own advantage (as
in the case of the freedwomen who brought paternity suits to the Freedmen’s Bureau).
Mixed race children born in slavery created vulnerabilities for the institution when it was
in full force, and endangered the tenability of a post-emancipation society built on racial
hierarchy and segregation. The anti-miscegenation fervor that enveloped the
Reconstruction-era United States was not just a reaction to the potential erosion of white
power that was feared to coincide with the end of slavery.
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Aspects of the post-emancipation legislative landscape, including the fervent
focus on legal prohibitions of interracial marriage and sex, comparisons of miscegenation
to incest, and even the regime of de jure segregation as a whole can be interpreted as a
reaction to the nationwide recognition of the incestuous dimensions of southern slavery.
As archival evidence reveals, interracial sex and incest were bound together in the slave
South. The postwar reaction to miscegenation and the fact that social and political
conflict so often crystallized around miscegenation during Reconstruction can be traced
back to the incestuous dynamics of southern slavery. Any understanding of the fraught
racial landscape left in slavery’s wake must contend with the incestuous baggage of the
“peculiar institution.” Such a recognition changes how we ought to understand the
history of Reconstruction: the contests over racial purity, whiteness and miscegenation
were all connected to the reality that incest and interracial sex had been collapsed under
slavery.
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